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PREFACE 


René Descartes has long been a problem for me. His name is certainly 
famous, popping up in popular as well as highbrow literature as one of 
the chief founders of modern philosophy and science or a precursor of 
the Enlightenment. The usual story treats him as a solitary figure who, 
perhaps with the help of lying in bed well into the late morning hours, 
worked out the metaphysics of nature by thinking hard: a genius deduc- 
ing eternal truths from first principles. Yet he himself said that human 
beings exist as mind and body united. If we put his mind back into this 
body, and his body into the midst of his world, whom would we find? 
He seems to have authored a lost treatise on fencing, and according to 
all the biographers who wrote about him in the seventeenth century, he 
was present in arms at the Battle of the White Mountain, often consid- 
ered the opening conflict in what would turn out to be the Thirty Years’ 
War. Was he simply a philosopher, then? 

There are other intriguing problems. Descartes is understandably 
considered French, or a French cosmopolitan, and he loved Paris, where 
his closest friends could be found. Yet for his last twenty years and more, 
he lived away from his home country. Why? He spent almost all of that 
time abroad in the Dutch Republic, and that is where he wrote and pub- 
lished the books that made him famous. He benefited much from the 
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information he gathered from his Dutch acquaintances as well as from 
their questions and encouragement, and he acquired a bit of spoken 
Dutch, although he apparently never became fully comfortable in it. So 
should we think of him as not simply a French philosopher? And how 
was he supporting himself? He had sold off what he inherited from his 
mother years before, held no public office, didn’t seem to take pupils, 
and was without a visible patron. Even in The Netherlands, however, 
he kept moving from place to place. Moreover, while many observers 
see him as a good son of the Catholic Church, some of his early friends 
turn out to have been freethinking libertines, he expressed affection for 
people who were Calvinist, and several of his most active supporters in 
later years belonged to marginalized Catholic groups, such as the Ora- 
torians and Jansenists. He finally departed from Amsterdam on another 
journey, to the court of the freethinking Queen Christina of Sweden, 
where he died in February 1650. She sent one of her largest warships 
to convey him to Stockholm. That extraordinary mark of distinction is 
very curious, suggesting that she considered him more than an ordi- 
nary visitor. Did she imagine him to be a simple philosopher, or some 
other kind of person? 

Perhaps Descartes’s early years, in the period before he became 
known for his printed words, can shed some light on these and other 
events that do not fit comfortably in the consensus view of his life. His 
biographers have for the most part brushed aside his first thirty-five 
years, when he was constantly in motion, as preliminary to the impor- 
tant business of writing philosophy. During the early years, the dapper 
young nobleman introduced himself to strangers as the sieur du Per- 
ron and served on the battlefields of central Europe before traveling 
on to Italy and making the acquaintance of high-ranking figures in the 
church. Moreover, if one is attentive to Descartes’s own writings, fur- 
ther questions emerge that might need explanation, such as his views 
about human and animal physiology and the passions, which did not 
privilege the male. His mother’s family saw to his education, and his 
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du Chevreuse, the queen regent Marie de Medici, and Queen Anne; cer- 
tainly Princess Elizabeth and Queen Christina. Apparently the female 
connections in his life require as much attention as the male ones. 

In short, the more one considers Descartes’s early life, his world, 
and his writings, the more questions arise. Having myself moved into 
a privileged environment where the pursuit of knowledge and educa- 
tion remain valued ideals, I decided to try to look for him in the seven- 
teenth century. He turns out to have been right in the midst of some of 
the most important struggles for Europe in his time. 

So, to come back to the question of why Descartes spent the second 
half of his life in The Netherlands: I now think that he had become an 
exile. 

From my earlier studies on The Netherlands, in which I was alert to 
his presence there and was guided by many fine intellectual historians, I 
had come to doubt many of the messages I had previously learned about 
Descartes. His Dutch friends seem to have thought of him differently 
than the later legends. Why was he there, I began to wonder. So I began 
picking up parts of his story before he settled in the Dutch Republic. As 
I did so, some of the oddest reports appeared to become more plausible 
than not, suggesting further reading. Then, paging through indexes to 
the papers of Cardinal Richelieu —the chief minister to the French king 
Louis XIII—I stumbled across a reference to one “Descart” as a figure 
in an action at the siege of La Rochelle: could this be our man? If so, it 
would confirm the statements of his first biographers, which have been 
doubted in recent generations. Similarly, when reading an authorita- 
tive account of the reign of Louis XIII, I learned that his father had been 
one of the chief judges in a political trial—a kind of kangaroo court— 
that passed the death sentence on one of Richelieu’s enemies, a young 
aristocrat, the comte de Chalais. That fact can be verified, and contex- 
tualized. Chalais had been invited into a grand plot by his lover, a lead- 
ing member of the aristocracy, Marie de Rohan, the duchesse du Chev- 
reuse. Her father in turn was the lord of the town in which Descartes 
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boyhood school: the ceremonial entombment of the heart ofthe assassi- 
nated king, Henri IV, above the chapel altar. Moreover, Descartes’s most 
authoritative early biographer says that he had sought the patronage of 
the person who happened to be Marie de Rohan’s second husband, who 
also came from one of the leading families of France and the Holy Ro- 
man Empire, the Guises of Lorraine. Their son in turn later translated 
Descartes’s Meditations from Latin into French, with the author’s help, 
and Marie and her son later became major patrons of the religiously 
unorthodox Jansenists, who held Augustinian views on predestination 
that, to my surprise, Descartes also advocated. The trial of the comte de 
Chalais seems to have coincided with Descartes’s final break with his 
father, which would not be surprising if they were on different sides in 
this important event in the struggle for power in France. 

But is it plausible that a philosopher who is usually said to be eager 
for privacy had connections with events at the great siege, or to grand 
persons related to a deadly conspiracy? Well, for his father to be sitting 
on a court formed by Richelieu to dispose of an enemy signals that he, 
at least, was far more than a simple lawyer. In fact, Descartes’s father 
turns out to have been an important member of the administration of 
government in the period, a status also characterizing most of René’s 
own friends and acquaintances. A bit of additional scratching further 
highlights how in his own day René Descartes would have seen himself 
not as bourgeois but noble. Indeed, his family name came from one of 
the estates acquired by his great-grandfather—the Great René—in the 
political warfare of the early sixteenth century, a place called Cartes. 
(In other words, Descartes means “from Cartes.”) His mother’s family, 
too, used titles restricted to the minor nobility. Yet another relative 
continued to be associated with the royal army, providing finance and 
supply. So we should not be surprised after all that if the young Des- 
cartes looked to make his way in the world, he would have looked to 
law, administration, war, or service to ruling families. Perhaps the mili- 
tary connection also explains his interest in mathematics? It turns out 
that military engineering was one of the most advanced technical enter- 


prises of the period, requiring its practitioners to become comfortable 
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with advanced mathematical methods and instruments, and sometimes 
with encryption, which used methods of substitution similar to mod- 
ern mathematical notation. Descartes’s older contemporary, Galileo, 
had first made a name for himself by teaching military engineering and 
by developing and selling a remarkable device he called his Military 
Compass, which could function like a slide rule to make calculations. A 
search of the literature on Descartes turns up no evidence that he had 
learned anything but common mathematics in school, but his first visit 
to The Netherlands was to learn the art of war, which at the time meant 
military engineering. It was when studying that subject that Descartes 
met the person who is often said to have put his feet on the road to 
physicomathematical studies, Isaac Beeckman. Such studies would also 
help explain what he was doing during some of his time in service in the 
imperial armies of the Thirty Years’ War. 

Moreover, if Descartes started his postschool years as a member of 
the minor nobility in search of military skills and aristocratic connec- 
tions, then his friendship with his earliest known correspondent (other 
than Beeckman), Guez de Balzac, takes on new significance. Balzac is 
best known as a literary figure who in his youth was associated with 
some of the most prominent libertines of the period. He came from the 
same kind of family as Descartes and was of the same age, but he also 
had connections among some of the highest-ranking nobles at the court 
of queen Marie de Medici. It is well documented that Balzac later ended 
up on the wrong side of Cardinal Richelieu and had to flee into exile in 
the countryside: that happens to be the same moment when Descartes 
left Paris for what became his twenty-year period in the Dutch Republic. 
Was it a mere coincidence? Descartes had recently acted as his friend’s 
champion, defending him against dangerous critics, but after the two 
went their separate ways, they would not write to each other for three 
years, out of fear. When at last they did write, their correspondence— if 
read in light of the deadly factionalism of aristocratic France — confirms 
that Descartes resisted returning to his homeland during the period of 
Richelieu's greatest power. 


There is much more, too, when the evidence from Descartes's early 
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biographers starts to be traced back into the period rather than dis- 
missed as improbable for a studious intellectual. Although much re- 
mains in the shadows, one can reconstruct enough with reasonable 
probability to propose why the young nobleman Descartes came to be 
closely associated with certain aristocratic factions in France before 
fleeing Cardinal Richelieu. Only after the cardinal’s death, under the 
regency of Queen Anne, would he return for short visits to the coun- 
try of his birth. Conflicting interests in France and abroad nevertheless 
continued to bind him by law, war, and diplomacy. They engaged him 
in dangerous confrontations about God and nature, too, for concepts 
and beliefs were as much at stake as personal loyalties. He did not start 
his adult years intending to write philosophy, then: indeed, he explic- 
itly rejected the kind of learning he had acquired in school, only much 
later figuring out how to speak up in print. He could not raise an army, 
but he could recruit the powers of nature and of the heart in an effort 
to put things aright. Whatever else people take away from this account, 
I trust that his life on the move shows Descartes to have been no arm- 
chair philosopher. 

I confess, too, to having a larger agenda. Sometimes historical prog- 
ress is seen as inevitable, with Descartes himself often depicted as in- 
tending to help the modern world come into being simply by writing 
what he thought, all being very straightforward. But in fact, people are 
shaped by the constraints as well as the opportunities in their lives, with 
few things feeling inevitable when one is living through them. I have 
long been interested in exploring how those real felt lives affected the 
ideas and practices of various "thinkers." In Descartes's case, he was, I 
think, vulnerable. He was socially high-ranking enough to be on the 
edges of power, but he was never secure; in seeking his fortune, he seri- 
ously endangered his life on more than one occasion, and he walked 
through rooms alert to the personal passions that lay behind the rise and 
fall of favorites. Why would someone living in such a world help create 
the new science? Many of the most exciting arguments among histori- 


ans of sciencein the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have 
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explored the importance of trust among people who knew one another 
well, considering those personal relationships to be built into the meth- 
ods used to produce knowledge. But historians have long noticed, too, 
that the period in which Descartes lived was replete with uncertainty 
and personal distrust: deadly famine and plague ran through whole re- 
gions at a time, war was rampant and made even more horrifying by the 
brutalities evoked by religious and ideological division, the hunting of 
witches and heretics terrorized many lands, fortunes might be lost in an 
instant if ships went down (as they did) or if princes failed to pay what 
was owed (as they did), honor and office could evaporate overnight on 
whispers in ears. That was Descartes’s world. 

And yet his attempt to advance a new science emerged from the 
same place. Might he have been trying to resolve the reasons for doubt 
and mistrust? Might many of his thoughts have been provoked by the 
materialistic libertinism of his youth? Might his solutions have some- 
thing to do with methods he became familiar with on his travels, such 
as engineering, medicine, and other practical sciences? The practices 
of those arts had to stand up to extreme conditions. Weren't the ideo- 
logues in fact the false dreamers of his world, inevitably losing their 
way in pursuit of their “isms,” while he stripped all that away to focus 
on the real? His confidence in physicomathematics to understand the 
“how” questions, with the “why” questions left aside, might have some- 
thing to do with the felt need to find a reliable foundation for assurance 
about truths of nature, at least, in a world of enormous stress. In other 
words, like so many others, the hardheaded but not hard-hearted young 
aristocrat came to want truth to be based on proof rather than opinion 
or rank. His realism also included recognition of the place of the pas- 
sions in setting the universe in motion. His life and work do not there- 
fore hover above his world but emerge from it. Such a view helps me, 
at least, to better understand the aims expressed both directly and indi- 
rectly in his own written works. 

To make that case, however, we must venture into the kind of his- 


tory that often depends on indirect evidence. I draw much of it from 
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seventeenth-century accounts of Descartes’s life because their authors 
had access to evidence no longer extant, but many of their declarations 
and hints can be said to be likely or unlikely in light of other sources. 
Since I am not myself trained as a historian of philosophy, much less as 
a Cartesian, nor as a historian of France (despite some coursework years 
ago), it may be that more expert scholars think that my paths of inquiry 
end in blind alleys. But I have tried to find the traces of interconnect- 
ing passages known to have existed in his day in order to make sense of 
one young man’s movements, relying with gratitude on those who have 
scouted the ways before. In the process I have not only learned much 
that is new to me but stumbled across a few fresh tracks. The foray is 
meant to raise questions as much as to provide answers, inviting others 
to attend anew to a moment whose echoes can still be heard. 

Beware, though: for the routes he took lead onto ground that has 
been hotly contested. Old castle walls may now be abandoned, the gates 
only needing a push to fall open, but if we dare walk through them, 
we need to prepare ourselves for the confusion of struggles in earn- 
est for possession of the keep. It remains occupied. In the meantime, 
I have tried to follow Descartes's own advice: to do one's best and have 


no regrets. 


PART 1 


Mysteries 


Remains of a Hidden Life 


The name Descartes is now associated with intellectual summits. For 
many people, the name evokes the fierce engagement of French phi- 
losophy or the rise of modern science; for others, simply the famous 
phrase cogito ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am.” That pithy phrase both 
challenges credulity and asserts the real, asking us to reexamine the 
foundations of everything we know on the simple basis of a proof of 
our existence. Over the generations, then, the process of interpreting 
and memorializing Descartes’s works has built up a legacy of mountain- 
ous proportions. For almost anyone engaged in exploring intellectual 
terrains, whatever the viewpoint sought, the peak named after him is 
seldom out of sight. Great climbers have scaled it from every possible 
approach, challenging one another with feats of close reading and com- 
mand of the literature; for the rest of us, all kinds of guides are ready to 
help any amateur to the top and back by well-tended paths. 

But mountaintops best serve as a place from which to look out into 
the distance. If we want to get a good look at the heights themselves, we 
must circle back lower down and look up. If we do, we notice around 
us that not all the trails lead toward the top. On these lower slopes the 
paths move through woods and meadows, more often heading around 


the mountain than upward to the rock and ice. In the foothills, too, it 
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is possible to move about more freely, without need of a fixed itinerary 
and someone else’s rented equipment. If we pause to explore these foot- 
hills, we glimpse traces of an older geology. An earlier version of this 
peak rested on hills and valleys that can still be identified, and in them 
can be found the remains of once mighty cities. It was a wilder world, 
where beyond the walls wolves still roamed and armies gathered, one 
that frequently stirred the blood. If you have the time to nose about 
down here, you might even begin to wonder about the mortal and life- 
size person after whom the mountain came to be named, and at which 
of the ancient inns he might have stopped for rest and conversation 
with friends. It would be worth looking in, for it is said that he could be 
a charming gentleman, on most occasions putting his sword to the side. 

In fact, the living René Descartes could have walked straight out of 
the pages of Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers. Descartes took 
part in the action at the siege of La Rochelle, which figures prominently 
in the last pages of the novel, and when René introduced himself to 
others, he gave his name as the sieur du Perron —a title originating from 
an estate he inherited from his mother—while his printed portrait bore 
his coat of arms (see fig. 1).! While he received an education suitable 
for the French elite, he also learned to fence well and to ride skillfully, 
being trained to ride the “great horse” used in battle, the destrier. By 
his twentieth birthday he was living in Paris, where he dressed fash- 
ionably in green taffeta with a plume in his hat and a rapier at his belt, 
cultivating crowds of friends; enjoying love stories, music, poetry, an- 
cient mythology, and jokes; and for a period spending long hours at 
the gaming tables, apparently accumulating large winnings in the pro- 
cess. (In French, the words des Cartes, which is how Descartes wrote his 
surname, might even suggest playing cards.) Like Dumas’s protagonist, 
D'Artagnan, he did not walk through the city followed by mobs of re- 
tainers—as did the great aristocrats of the day—but singly, employing 
only a valet and a few lackeys.? But soon, and lasting for a decade, he 
would be caught up in the wars of his day, finding himself not always 
on the side of the victors. 


Figure 1. René Descartes as chevalier, as represented in his first major biography. 
Frontispiece from Adrien Baillet, La Vie de Monsieur Des-Cartes (1691), engraved 
by Gerard Edelinck, after Frans Hals. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, New York. 
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Unsurprisingly, then, the real Descartes learned to use his sword 
skillfully. An early biographer who had known Descartes in person, 
Nicholas-Joseph Poisson, insisted on Descartes’s long experience as a 
young soldier, “serving Mars before Minerva,” and reporting that those 
who had known him had heard tales of his adventures from his own 
mouth; in Poisson’s day, a personal memoir from his period of military 
service still existed? If his seventeenth-century biographers are correct, 
the young soldier also somehow managed to survive the later slaughter 
of the imperial army at Nové Zámky (in what is now southwestern Slo- 
vakia; at the time also known as Neuhausel). Another early biographer, 
Pierre Borel, therefore made a point of writing that Descartes was “good 
both at the Pen and the Pike,” and that he loved “the valiant as well as the 
prudent and learned.”* That he later became known for his books places 
him among such other famous soldier-authors of the period as Cyrano 
de Bergerac. Like Cyrano, so many men in arms took an interest in the 
new sciences and medicine of the day that one historian has used the 


term ^soldier-savant."5 


We should not be surprised, then, to find Des- 
cartes writing to a friend that the pursuit of true philosophy was a work 
of valor, or that the struggles by which one arrives at truth are like the 
battles in war. 

Put another way, like other young cavaliers of his era, Descartes cul- 
tivated chivalry. He well knew the genre's greatest model, Amadis of 
Gaul, the book so admired by Miguel de Cervantes that his own Don 
Quixote mocked the imitators. So popular was Amadis in the France of 
Descartes's youth that one of the most frequently reprinted handbooks 
was composed of extracts of courtly speeches from it, suitable for any 
occasion In the story, Amadis was secretly fathered by the union of the 
beautiful Elisena and the powerful king Perion, then like Moses set on 
the waters to be discovered and brought up in another household. There 
he showed his innate virtue in ignorance of his heritage, becoming a 
knight errant, suffering many trials and enjoying many rewards in love 
before eventually being recognized as King Perion's true son and rescu- 


ing the kingdom. The sieur du Perron, too, was a virtual orphan, raised 
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by others, spending many years traveling abroad to seek his fortune and 
suffering pleasures and pains in the process. As far as we know, he never 
saved a kingdom, but he kept the faith. Poisson tells of a moment when 
Descartes was returning to Paris on the Orléans road and was ambushed 
by a rival: not only did he defend himself well, he even disarmed his 
opponent; then, instead of giving the killing blow, he returned the cap- 
tured sword for the sake of the eyes of the lady involved? 

Like D'Artagnan, then, Descartes not only studied war but “delighted 
to discourse with Women,” as Borel put it? A recently discovered por- 
trait of him as a young man certainly shows him to have been hand- 
some, and he seems to have exhibited a great deal of personal charm 
when he wished. He later fathered a child out of wedlock, and he loved 
this daughter, Francine, very much, being greatly moved by her death 
at the age of five. He must also have had some feeling for his daughter’s 
mother — Helena Jans, a printer's housemaid — since when she finally 
married someone else, he put up a substantial dowry for her.? But 
Descartes was best known for his conversations with women of noble 
rank. He had a long relationship with the young Princess Elizabeth of 
the Palatinate — niece of the king of England— and a shorter one with 
the even younger Queen Christina of Sweden. The last work he pub- 
lished during his lifetime, The Passions (1649), owed an enormous debt 
to the comments and inquiries of them both, especially Elizabeth. He 
listened. It is written with a view to the universal passions that move us 
all, including love and generosity. Descartes's first book, the Discours 
(1637), was originally written in French so that it could be appreciated 
by women," and his work came to have many supporters among the 
ladies who frequented the salons of Paris, who helped establish Des- 
cartes's reputation as a brilliant philosopher.” Even better, the figure 
who pulls the strings in Dumas's novel (without ever making a personal 
appearance) is the Duchesse du Chevreuse (see fig. 2), a most remark- 
able woman, involved in many of the greatest events and conspiracies of 
the period, considered not only a charismatic beauty of many great love 


affairs but clearly possessed of a forceful mind, a powerful spirit, and a 
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Figure 2. Marie de Rohan, duchesse du Chevreuse, as the goddess Diana, having captured 
the stag, Charles, duc du Lorraine. Painting by Claude Deruet, Châteaux de Versailles et de 
Trianon. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, New York. 


clear sense of the right and just; it was her son, Louis-Charles d'Albert, 
the duc de Luynes, who translated Descartes’s Meditations (1641) from 
Latin into French, with Descartes’s help. Our chevalier probably knew 
the brilliant duchess in person. 

But he was also good with men. His letters are full of affection for 
his male friends, even passionate expressions of love.“ Some of his best 
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friends were accused of moral libertinism, sometimes a code word for 
male-male love. During his exile in The Netherlands, Descartes lived 
for long periods with men, most important among them Étienne de 
Villebressieu and the abbé Claude Picot, the latter described as Des- 
cartes's agent “concerning his domestic affairs and revenues.” * Picot, 
in turn, was a good friend of the poet Jacques Vallée, sieur des Barreaux, 
known as an epicurean and lover of the scandalous poet Théophile de 
Viau. About the same age as Descartes, Barreaux had been a classmate 
of René’s at school. Barreaux’s circle of friends later included not only 
Descartes’s friend Guez de Balzac but also Claude Emmanuel Lhuillier, 
known as Chapelle—one of Cyrano’s intimates—who was born out of 
wedlock to Marie Chanut, sister of the French ambassador to Sweden 
in whose house Descartes died. A member of Picot’s family was Paul 
Scarron, who also became an abbé, at age nineteen, and was reputed 
to be a “procureur” for Louis XIII and a client of the king’s chief mis- 
tress, Marie de Hautefort (one of the few women in whom Louis took 
an interest). When Descartes paid a brief visit to Paris in 1647, he re- 
sided in the same urban palace (hôtel) as the family of Madame Scarron 
de Nandiné — whose first husband was that same Paul Scarron—better 
known in later life as Madame de Maintenon, mistress and then wife of 
King Louis XIV.7 

Descartes is discreet about it all. But in 1643, one of his Dutch adver- 
saries would publish a book meant to harm him, among other things 
attacking Descartes for his sexual "dissolution and debauchery.” That 
some of his closest friends, at least, engaged in both what would now 
be called homosexual and heterosexual relationships should come as 
no surprise, since such mixtures were common among the rulers ofthe 
kingdom as well as elsewhere. A generation earlier, the aggressively ef- 
feminate king Henri III had provoked a succession crisis when his assas- 
sination left no heir. In Descartes's own lifetime, Louis XIII (see fig. 3) 
was known to have favored many young men among his “pretties” (mig- 
nons), while the king's younger brother, Gaston d'Orléans, and a prince 
of the blood, the Grande Condé, were among the many male aristocrats 


who had intimate relations with men as well as women, often loving re- 
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Figure 3. King Louis XIII, armored, decorated, and with the chivalric medal of the 
Order of the Holy Spirit. Painted by Philippe de Champaigne, Château, Fontainebleau. 
© RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, New York. 
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lationships among men of valor and martial skill  Descartes’s own por- 
trait was painted by Simon Vouet, who depicted many of the young men 
around Louis XIII. Probably for such people Descartes later wrote of the 
love and affection of an “honorable man for his friend or mistress."?? 

Moreover, in the literature of the period not only male love but also 
androgyny is well represented. Perhaps the most successful work in the 
period of Descartes’s youth was a book composed by Honoré d'Urfé, 
Marquis de Valromey and Comte de Chateauneuf, who died on cam- 
paign in 1625: it was titled LAstrée, after the goddess of peace, and pub- 
lished in five installments between 1607 and 1628. While the name of 
one of its many characters, Celadon, came to be a byword for love, that 
love embodied a symmetrical sexuality based on the pre-Edenic and 
alchemical myth of a united person who had no distinct gender, the de- 
sired union re-creating the Androgyn.”' The famous author of fables, 
Jean de La Fontaine, later called the free-swinging LAstrée the “livre 
d'amour par excellence.” Gaston d'Orléans himself was utterly capti- 
vated by these tales of love, as were many of Descartes's friends. 

Had Descartes's life taken a slightly different course, then, we might 
have seen him rise to be among the courtiers of the age, perhaps a kind 
of lesser duc de La Rochefoucauld, whose keen-sighted maxims exposed 
the springs of human action and self-regard for all to see. But Descartes 
ultimately chose to explain the physical sources of our embodied lives. 
And there is another difference: instead of ending his life amid the aris- 
tocratic households of France, Descartes died elsewhere, after two de- 
cades away from his beloved Paris. Earlier in life, his potential patrons 
fell from power, causing him to remain in search of opportunities; and 
just when his name began to be widely known, he found himself on the 
wrong side of the king's coldhearted chief minister, Cardinal Richelieu, 
and fled. His honors therefore came posthumously, and not for his ac- 
tions or counsel but for his writings. Since he lived abroad, his com- 
patriots came to know him mainly through his books and correspon- 
dence, thinking of him as a person apart, distant, alone. 


Descartes has therefore earned a reputation not as an aristocrat but 
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as a hermit. Depictions of him have consequently been shaped not by 
the genre of chivalry but of martyrology. They report that Descartes 
died tragically, an accidental victim of a womans vanity. He is said to 
have risen in the wee hours of the night in the frigid dark of a Swedish 
winter to tutor the young queen, herselfan early riser, thereby exhaust- 
ing himself and dying of a respiratory illness. But it seems that in fact 
the queen met him in person only four or five times, while at the time of 
his death a serious fever was running through the court. After his death, 
rumors circulated that he had been poisoned,’ while another story had 
it that he faked his death to run off and live among the Lapps, who were 
then reputed to be the most powerful magicians in the world ?* 

If not romance or martyrology, then, perhaps mystery. Mystery 
accumulated around him even in his lifetime. As one of his most ortho- 
dox modern biographers admits, "even though he left confusion in his 
wake, René Descartes always succeeded in covering his tracks”? Why 
he traveled abroad so often certainly perplexed his friends. And then 
there is the secrecy. When as a young man he headed off into central 
Europe, he jotted down in his notebook *I go masked" (Larvatus pro- 
deo). It was a common phrase among people of his rank, who lived daily 
at court by acting out their public personae.# But he spent years on the 
road throughout central and northern Europe followed by two years in 
Italy, and even after he returned a second time to the Dutch Republic, 
he could not settle, shifting his residence from such cities as Dordrecht 
to Amsterdam, to Franeker, Leiden, Deventer, and Utrecht, and then 
even to smaller towns including Sandpoort, Endgeest, and Egmond. He 
dissuaded friends from Paris from coming to visit and urged his corre- 
spondent Marin Mersenne not to let people know his address, while 
he also used drop boxes, instructing Mersenne to contact him by send- 
ing messages to other people from whom he could collect his post.?” He 
later adopted a motto from Ovid as his own: "He who lives hidden, lives 
well" (Bene qui latuit, bene vixit). 

The same motto is also said to have been adopted by the secretive 


brethren of the Rosy Cross, or Rosicrucians?? Coincidentally, when 
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signing letters, he always wrote his name as “René des Cartes,” abbrevi- 
ated as “R.C The fifth of the six rules of the brotherhood instructs its 
members to use “C.R.” or “R.C.” as their mark.” Coincidentally, too, the 
first of its rules commands them to profess no other thing than curing 
the sick without a fee, while others ask them to blend in with the people 
of whatever country they inhabit; our R.C. was interested in medicine 
from an early date, while one of his moral maxims was to live accord- 
ing to the customs of the region in which he found himself. There is 
good evidence to show that he spent time at Ulm with the noted Ger- 
man mathematician and reputed Rosicrucian Johannes Faulhaber, and 
Descartes’s early notebook contains a sketch ofa plan to publish a work 
dedicated to the Rosicrucians under the pen name Polybius Cosmopoli- 
tanus." After returning to Paris from the wars in Europe, he arrived 
in the midst of a public uproar about subversion by the Rosicrucian 
brotherhood, with many people fearing that he was one of its under- 
ground leaders. Reputed Rosicrucians were numbered among some 
of his closest Dutch friends as well. It is this line of association that a 
Jesuit critic later drew on in a Satire that has Descartes making visits in 
spirit to the moon, stars, and even outer reaches of the universe after 
smoking strong tobacco mixed with a secret herb.*” Here we have an 
occult Descartes, far more resembling the secretive and reputedly long- 
lived Count Saint Germain than a straitlaced soldier or philosopher. 
Who was he, then? Can we can spot him here in the foothills before 


attempting to climb higher? 


Words on Paper 


We need not doubt that about four hundred years ago the living René 
Descartes authored several books that became enormously influential 
in his own day and long after: in fact, Descartes is usually thought to be 
identical to his authorial persona. The power of his philosophy stems in 
part from his style of writing, which is simple and direct, not disputing 


with other authors or arcane opinions but setting out the real world as 


12 Part One 


plainly as he could. In the first book he published, the Discours, he goes 
so far as to address the reader personally, almost as if writing a confes- 
sional letter to a distant friend. He begins by taking us aside to share a 
gentle joke about the human race, observing that good sense seems to 
be “the best distributed thing in the world,” since everyone thinks they 
have so much of it that they don't need any more. 

But perhaps the joke is on us. Since “they” are the human race, we 
are them, and perhaps we are not so mistaken about having good sense 
after all. He himself has no special abilities, he says, since he shares the 
disposition of the rest of us: “For my part, I have never presumed my 
mind to be in any way more perfect than that of the ordinary person." ?* 
If we all have ordinarily reasonable minds, then, "the diversity of our 
opinions" must be due not to some people being intelligent and others 
not but rather to our attending to different things. We are diverse be- 
cause we have different life experiences and different interests. If we 
want to find agreement, then, we need to proceed with deliberation, 
drawing demonstrative conclusions at each stage only with care. For 
himself, he had the good fortune to happen upon some paths “in my 
youth" that led him to search out the truth in a way he thought was solid 
and important enough to share. And yet, he acknowledged, “I may be 
wrong: perhaps what I take for gold and diamonds is nothing but a bit 
of copper and glass." He is not setting out directions for everyone, then, 
simply writing about how it came to be that he tried "to direct my own" 
mind, sharing a kind of personal history, or even a fable, which some 
people might find useful and no one should find harmful. He hoped 
only that his readers would thank him for setting down his views hon- 
estly.*° 

As a reader, then, you meet the author as a mature, accomplished 
but humble person, a sharp observer of humanity capable of making 
jokes at his own expense, who invites us to partake in a quiet conversa- 
tion about how things really are. You are free to stay or leave as you like. 
Descartes’s persona comes across not only as thoughtful and cheerful 


but as personal, reassuring, and inviting. He goes on to offer a few inci- 
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dental details about himself. But he is also discreet. His chief works only 
occasionally address opponents, and then only with generalized pass- 
ing swipes, seldom dropping names or referring to details, revealing 
only what is common to all and what is required to persuade the reader 
to listen in. We are included in a conversation removed from the hub- 
bub of business and domestic life, or the fawning and intimidation of 
serving those in power, or the classroom. We are sitting apart, with time 
enough, the words alone having importance. Descartes was well versed 
in the methods of hisliterary friends, who cultivated the ability to invite 
their readers into dialogues of the imagination. 

But there are other kinds of writing left behind by the living Des- 
cartes. As one would expect of evidence from four centuries ago, many 
sources have gone missing. In his case, however, that was not due to 
neglect alone but also to deliberate disposal. Descartes himself seems 
to have secreted away many of his personal papers, threatening his ac- 
quaintance Mersenne that "if I do not die in my own good time and in 
a good humor with the men who remain living, they will certainly not 
see [my papers] for more than a hundred years after my death."?5 In fact, 
he did die unexpectedly, and not among friends. What he might have 
buried deep will never be known. But what he openly left behind was 
sifted and culled by other people, too. Consequently, some papers were 
lost while others appear to have been destroyed. For instance, he seems 
to have written about his experience in arms, but it is now missing. 
His Discours promised a further work on the nature of the soul, which 
was never published nor recorded among his surviving papers. All this 
leaves plenty of room for speculation about what else disappeared. 

Hints about the fate of his papers come chiefly from Descartes's first 
scholarly biographer, Adrien Baillet?7 supplemented by recent inves- 
tigations by the editors of a new edition of the Descartes correspon- 
dence.** We know of two main caches of papers surviving his death. 
When he prepared for his departure from The Netherlands to Sweden 
in 1649, he put the papers and other items he wished to take along in a 
couple of chests for shipment, while another batch of his papers was 
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deposited in a case left behind in Leiden with his trusted friend, the 
physician Cornelis van Hogelande (a fellow Catholic and reputed Rosi- 
crucian).? Descartes also left instructions with Hogelande on how to 
proceed should he die abroad. In such a case, Hogelande and a discreet 
friend or two could go through the papers, since there was nothing 
secret in them (qu'il y ait rien de secret), but because some of them might 
contain information that some of his correspondents would not want to 
become public, he would probably think it best to burn them. It is sug- 
gestive that Descartes draws a distinction between secrets and privacy, 
implying that he was privy to secrets — a word often associated with gov- 
ernments—and that they would not be found among the papers he was 
leaving behind. In any case, he continued, he only wanted posterity to 
have the letters that his enemy Voetius wrote to Mersenne, which Des- 
cartes thought would help protect his posthumous reputation (e que je 
desire étre gardées pour servir de préservatif contre ses calomnies); these he 
set aside separately in the lid of the case.*° 

Once news arrived of his friend’s death, Hogelande opened the case 
in the presence of a notary and three witnesses: a mysterious French- 
speaking officer of the Dutch army named Louis de la Voyette who 
later served the Swedes (an intelligence officer?), and two professors 
from the University of Leiden, the mathematician Frans van Schooten, 
who had collaborated with Descartes on the publication of some of his 
works, and the physician Johannes de Raey, another friend. De Raey 
was still alive at about the age of sixty-eight when Baillet was trying to 
find out more about his subject, and he insisted (in a message conveyed 
via the theologian Philipp van Limborch, one of John Locke’s friends) 
that the letters Descartes had left in Leiden were few and unimportant. 
But it is also known that De Raey did not like Baillet’s prying into his 
friend’s personal life, telling Van Limborch that it had been very simple, 
whereas the French were falsifying it (Vita Cartseii res est simplicissima, 
et Galli eam corrumperent): perhaps De Raey wanted to throw Baillet off 
the scent.“ In addition, another long-standing friend of Descartes was 


present, the Dutch nobleman Anthony Studler van Zurck, who had 
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served as an early recipient of letters intended for Descartes and loaned 
him a large sum of money (perhaps to pay fees to the French govern- 
ment for a pension that never took effect).? Van Zurck seems to have 
kept at least some of the papers not destroyed, but all trace of these 
papers disappeared in the early nineteenth century aside from a few ap- 
parently returned by Hogeland to their originators, such as those ofthe 
secretary to the Prince of Orange, Constantijn Huygens.“ Only a few of 
the letters that Descartes explicitly wanted preserved are now known, 
and these only from copies. Baillet suspected that most of the letters 
were burned.* 

In Stockholm, following Descartes’s death on February 11, 1650, 
another meeting was convened, this time by the French ambassador, 
Pierre Chanut. It included a representative of the queen, sieur Erric 
Sparre Baron de Croneberg. The other members could also be trusted to 
be discreet: Descartes’s valet, Henry Schliiter, and the chaplain and the 
secretary of the French embassy. They went through all Descartes’s pos- 
sessions and made an inventory of his books and family papers (to share 
with his relatives). The following day—were they first handled by the 
queen or the baron? —the ambassador took possession of them. Chanut 
seems to have intended to publish at least some of the manuscripts, and 
probably about four years later, perhaps working with Christiaan Huy- 
gens (the famous scientist, and a Dutch Francophile), the ambassador 
composed a list of those he thought important for understanding Des- 
cartes's scientific ideas, since known as the "Stockholm Inventory."^? But 
other papers, such as the letters of the Princess Elizabeth, which Des- 
cartes had kept separate from the others and were returned to her at her 
request, were not recorded, so in fact we do not know the full extent of 
what survived from Stockholm, either.‘ 

When the Descartes family expressed no particular interest in the 
papers, Chanut turned a large batch of them over to his brother-in-law, 
another friend of Descartes, Claude Clerselier. But a boat on which they 
were being transported sank in the river Seine. It took three days to re- 


cover the chest in which they were contained, and then many days fur- 
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ther to dry them out, all of which put them into great disorder." Cler- 
selier had worked with Descartes since 1644 and later devoted much 
effort to publishing editions of Descartes's work and correspondence 
(for instance, bringing out a French edition of Descartes's Description of 
the Human Body in 1664), but he has been shown to have heavily edited 
the letters he published, adding some passages and deleting others. 
Clerselier shared some of Descartes's unpublished notebooks with 
other scholars such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Walter Ehrenfried 
Tschirnhaus, and their notes in turn provide invaluable evidence to us, 
but the materials on which they were based are now gone. 

Other hints about Descartes's life began to appear, however, many 
of them based on personal recollections and personal papers acquired 
through unknown channels. Daniel Lipstorp of Lübeck compiled recol- 
lections of Descartes he acquired from Van Schooten and De Raey along 
with an account from a young “disciple” of De Raey's who had met Des- 
cartes, named Van Berkel.“ On the French side, Pierre Borel produced 
an important short account of Descartes's life in 1653 that went through 
several subsequent editions, including a translation into English in 
16705? Although often overlooked, it is worth attention. Borel had 
taught engineering at Castres, proposing a canal that would later be con- 
structed by others as the Canal du Midi, and would go on to be known 
as a committed Cartesian, chemist, royal physician, and member ofthe 
Académie Royale des Sciences?! He added some crucial information to 
Lipstorp's account, not only from an epitaph written by Marcus Zuerius 
Boxhornius at Leiden but, more important, from the recollections of 
Descartes's military and engineering friends, particularly Descartes's 
former roommate Étienne de Villebressieu (also a physician, alchemist, 
and engineer). Clerselier himself published some of Descartes's letters 
posthumously in 1657, 1659, and 1666, and in doing so, he conveyed a 
few things about the life of the author in the prefaces. Finally, Queen 
Christina commissioned Nicholas-Joseph Poisson, an Oratorian priest, 
to honor her philosopher, and he published two studies of Descartes's 
ideas that contain snippets of biographical information. Although he 
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never completed a full biography, Poisson seems to have handed over 
some materials (originally obtained from the queen?) to Clerselier.5? 
But the chief source of information from the period, based largely 
on documents no longer extant, comes from the biographical project 
associated with the name of Adrien Baillet. When Clerselier died in 
1684, having collected masses of Descartes materials but without having 
produced the biography he had hoped to write, the papers in his posses- 
sion went to the abbé Jean-Baptiste Legrand. Legrand wrote further to 
people throughout France and Europe who might have additional infor- 
mation about Descartes, but to sort out the mass of collected materials 
he finally engaged a learned librarian, another abbé, Adrien Baillet, as 
a kind of ghost writer. Baillet was then working on revisions to a huge 
critical encyclopedia covering all of literature and on a comprehensive 
study of the lives of the saints, but he was willing to be interrupted, and 
he was able to turn the two-volume biography over to the printer in Feb- 
ruary of 16915^ Two years later he published an abridgement of it that 
contained some further information (and which was translated into En- 
glish in 1693) but he never completed the planned revised edition of the 
whole Legrand kept possession of the papers used by Baillet, but fol- 
lowing Legrand's own death in 1704, they went to his mother and then 
disappeared.** We do not even have a partial inventory of what was lost. 
Because he had so much material at his disposal that has since gone 
missing, then, Baillet's version of Descartes's life must be our primary 
guide. But of course it requires interpretation. The fact that the Cler- 
selier project had been delayed for thirty years suggests that more than 
a lack of energy was at work: probably there were internal conflicts 
about how to present Descartes's life to the public. For example, one of 
the problems — if the hypothesis that I will outline in a moment is cor- 
rect — would have been Descartes's affiliations with discontented nobles 
around Gaston d'Orléans. Gaston would have become king had not his 
nephew been born—the child who became Louis XIV and ruled when 
the Baillet biography was published —and many of the discontented 


would also take up arms against Louis's mother, the queen regent, Anne 
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of Austria, in the midcentury rebellions known as the Fronde: at one 
point, she and her son had to be smuggled out of Paris at night. With the 
growing power of the Sun King, Descartes’s apparent associations with 
the troubled history of the period would have made finding an accept- 
able version of his life quite difficult had he had any connections with 
Gaston or those nearby. 

There were certainly problems in reconciling Descartes’s philosophy 
with the increasingly conservative religious orthodoxy of the period, 
too. While Descartes wrote of God, he came very close to identifying 
God and Nature, a classically “atheistic” opinion. Descartes’s works 
had also been condemned by the archbishop of Paris in 1671 for raising 
questions about the Eucharist, while in 1675 a declaration of the royal 
Grand Council banned the teaching of his works. Moreover, although 
Baillet was an experienced and critical editor, he was living in a mo- 
ment immediately after Louis XIV’s infamous revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes in 1685. The revocation withdrew the civil rights of Protestants 
in France, forcing them to flee, convert, or face confiscation of all their 
goods under threat of torture or execution. Descartes held the views of 
Augustine in high esteem, and so did Clerselier, but some of Descartes’s 
chief advocates were members of the controversial Augustinian “sect” 
of Jansenists, whose teachings on grace and salvation were considered 
too close to Protestantism to be acceptable to most of the ruling authori- 
ties in the French church. As a member of the Catholic hierarchy work- 
ing in the libraries of noblemen, Baillet would have to be very cautious 
about what he reported, and how he spun it, if he wanted to make Des- 
cartes conformable for his audience. 

Another possibility would have made an orthodox biography of Des- 
cartes even more difficult: One of Descartes’s recent biographers, Gene- 
viève Rodis-Lewis, writes that Chanut was “known to be a member” of 
the Compagnie, or Société du Saint Sacrement, and Christina’s biogra- 
pher, Susanna Akerman, adds that Clerselier was also a member.” The 
Compagnie was a secret society founded by the duc de Ventadour in 


1627 as a way to unify France around a Catholic ethical culture. Mostly it 
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included curés, bishops, jurists, administrators, and noblemen, includ- 
ing Condé's brother, the Prince of Conti. It was sometimes frequented 
by ethical libertines, as well, including Pierre Gassendi.** They advo- 
cated the prohibition of dueling, reverent behavior in churches, and 
other reforms, including the withdrawal of civil rights from Hugue- 
nots— Ventadour himself had attacked the Huguenots in the south of 
France— but they did so in private, advancing their interests not as a 
group but through individual members of influence who put forward 
the common proposals as their own. Cardinal Bérulle of the Oratorians, 
a group with whom Descartes himself was closely associated, had en- 
couraged the Compagnie's formation, although the archbishop of Paris 
refused his own approval and Pope Urban VIII refrained from grant- 
ing it any special status? In due course the parlement (parliament) of 
Paris decided to prohibit secret assemblies "and the Compagnie du 
Saint-Sacrement gradually yielded to the pressure of government hos- 
tility and suspended operations’ An examination of early twentieth- 
century publications of archival sources of the Compagnie for any refer- 
ences to Chanut, Clerselier, or Descartes has drawn a blank.?! That lack 
of confirmation cannot completely eliminate the possibility of a con- 
nection, but if it existed, it would have made the presentation of Des- 
cartes and his views during Clerselier's lifetime full of inner contradic- 
tions because some other contemporaries thought that his subject was 
privately materialist, and so atheistic. 

The moment of publication also followed the effort by Louis XIV 
and the imperious minister Louvois to destroy the Palatinate. In 1688, 
on the pretext that the king's sister-in-law should inherit the princi- 
pality, French armies marched into lands on the east bank of the Rhine, 
burning cities and towns to the ground and inaugurating what would 
become known as the Nine Years' War. With the French in Germany, 
the Dutch stadtholder William III, Prince of Orange, gained a brief mo- 
ment of safety for launching his coup in England — better known as the 
Glorious Revolution — which then allowed him to bring Britain and the 


United Provinces together into the war against France. But that meant 
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further difficulties for Baillet, since Descartes’s early military service 
in the forces of the Prince of Orange and among a variety of German 
princes who now fought France would also have to be reported carefully 
if he were not to seem disloyal to contemporary readers. 

Baillet was therefore understandably eager to highlight aspects of 
Descartes’s life and ideas that made him acceptable in this moment of 
conservative reaction in politics and religion, and to play down any 
other associations. He only hinted at the personal connections of Des- 
cartes in the early seventeenth century that might seem troubling from 
the viewpoint of the religious absolutism of Louis XIV. He was suc- 
cessful enough in his effort to receive approval for the dedication to be 
made to Louis Boucherat, chancellor of France and signer of the Edict 
of Nantes.$? 

Baillet did not simply bow and scrape, however. He had first been 
widely noticed for his nine-volume Jugements des Savans (1685-86), 
which celebrated the “liberty to judge.” His subsequent multivolume Vie 
des Saints (1695-1701) would show sharp criticism of the sources, ques- 
tioning the documentation of reputed miracles in recent centuries. His 
critics often accused him of being more a copyist than a historian, but 
his doubt about the existence of miracles — at least those since the early 
church —also placed him among the secularly oriented philosophes. 
Moreover, his work of 1690, on pseudonymous literature, probed the 
disguises of authors and their multiple motivations for going masked. 
In other words, the learned Baillet examined his sources carefully; he 
was entirely familiar with dissimulation and its purposes; and when 
compelled, he might employ it himself by omitting or merely gesturing 
at difficulties. As far as we can tell, however, he did not invent. 

Yet moderns have treated Baillet's biography with suspicion. From 
the perspective of the French republics, Baillet seemed too much a Catho- 
lic apologist, while in an age of positivism much of the information he 
reported had to be doubted since it could not be checked against ex- 
tant evidence. His work came to be superseded by another comprehen- 


sive study, Charles Adam’s Vie et Oeuvres de Descartes: Etude Historique 
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(Life and Works of Descartes: A Historical Study) of 1910, which applied 
the latest critical methods to the surviving sources. Adam’s biography 
arrived as the final installment of a painstaking twelve-volume collec- 
tion and annotation of the Descartes materials which he and Paul Tan- 
nery published jointly between 1897 and 1910. In addition to reprinting 
all Descartes’s published works, they produced annotated copies of his 
letters, scraps of evidence about his lost workbooks and other writings, 
materials about him found in the papers of other people, and closely 
related primary sources. “Adam and Tannery” has become the baseline 
for all subsequent studies of Descartes, often showing up in footnotes 
simply as “AT.” Adam’s Vie certainly made excellent use the material he 
and Tannery had edited, and he drew on further archival details dis- 
covered by antiquaries (such as Descartes’s signatures as a witness to 
family baptisms), providing a verifiable account of his life. It remains 
indispensable. But while much new information was added, and errors 
in Baillet were identified and corrected, other events reported by Baillet 
dropped out because they could not be confirmed. Most important, the 
hints of aristocratic entanglements and dissimulation were downplayed 
in favor of seeing Descartes as an upper bourgeois individualist who had 
always intended to become a philosopher, a hero of modernizing France 
in the run-up to another great conflict with Germany. 

Descartes’s religious orthodoxy also seemed to be confirmed by the 
multivolume publication of the correspondence of Marin Mersenne, a 
Minim friar and one of the chief organizers of the campaign against 
unorthodox and even atheistical implications of the philosophy of the 
period.® During Descartes’s time abroad, Mersenne was certainly im- 
portant for keeping him in touch with the views of other savants in 
France and elsewhere in Europe. Taken at face value, Descartes’s re- 
lationship with Mersenne seems to place him among the apologists 
for the Catholic Church. But Mersenne was also corresponding with 
avowed materialists such as Thomas Hobbes, and when Descartes 
happened to be in Paris at the time of Mersenne’s death on Septem- 
ber 1, 1648, he departed without paying his respects to the deceased. We 
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should be cautious, therefore, about assuming that Descartes’s “friend- 
ship” with Mersenne—which was of benefit to both as an epistolary re- 
lationship — implies like-mindedness, much less agreement with posi- 
tions that later became orthodox doctrines. Even more important, their 
correspondence cannot illuminate Descartes’s early life, as it only be- 
gins in October 1629. As a matter of fact, any letters to or from Des- 
cartes before that year—that is, during Descartes’s first three decades 
and more—are scarce, amounting to only about a dozen (and half of 
these are part of the correspondence with Isaac Beeckman, whom we 
will meet in due course). 

In other words, reading Descartes through the Mersenne correspon- 
dence and AT’s volumes came to mean that the published works con- 
tinued to dominate the life as the true Descartes. In fact, Adam’s Vie et 
Oeuvres des Descartes was not even reproduced in some later reprints of 
the AT volumes.” His life came to be read through his literary persona 


rather than the other way around. 


In Search of a Person behind the Words 


During the twentieth century, then, the view of scholars was focused 
on the mountaintop and what could be seen from there, rather than 
on the geology from which it emerged. For those concerned with intel- 
lectual heights, a stripped-down version of Descartes’s life was all that 
was needed. This was entirely in keeping with twentieth-century mod- 
ernism, which worshipped at the shrine of high theory. From Einstein’s 
relativity through quantum mechanics and string theory, the ability to 
reason about the fundamentals of nature abstractly was often taken to 
epitomize the highest reaches of human thought; other natural sciences 
also brought their richest offerings to the temple of fundamental con- 
cepts, while even in linguistics, philosophy, literature, anthropology, 
sociology, economics, and many other subject areas— history, architec- 
ture, and the fine arts included — unifying theories were given pride of 


place. For many who visited the temple of theory, “The chief girder in 
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this framework of Modernity” was “Cartesianism,”8 held to be a dualis- 
tic philosophy posing a dichotomy between three-dimensional Nature 
and unconfined Reason, with preference for the latter. As for the foot- 
hills, a consensus arose from a straightforward reading of Adam’s biog- 
raphy: after a few lost years of wandering, the maturing Descartes de- 
termined on writing philosophy, went off to The Netherlands to find 
peace and quiet, and despite criticism won through. The incidents of his 
life were diversions or burdens, pulling him away from the high intel- 
lectual aims to which he had always remained loyal. In a kind of confir- 
mation of the mind-body distinction, Descartes’s body was necessary 
only for carrying around his mind, which concentrated on the impor- 
tant work of thinking. 

This modernist version of his life has remained powerful. For in- 
stance, it frames a handbook of the early twenty-first century written 
by some of the most learned authorities on Cartesianism.® They write 
that Descartes set out for Germany to sign up with Catholic forces in 
the opening stages of the Thirty Years' War but that he had no experi- 
ence of "any armed combat"; he returned to Paris in 1621 after “having 
definitely abandoned his military career"; his subsequent travels in Italy 
were required by unspecified "other financial matters"; but at last Car- 
dinal Bérulle "encouraged him to develop his philosophy as an antidote 
to atheism," which caused him to leave bustling Paris for calm Amster- 
dam, a place where he could concentrate on writing."? The authorita- 
tive study of his life by Rodis-Lewis, first published in 1995, elaborates 
but does not challenge this accepted view! The chief move in recent 
years — exemplified in the careful and comprehensive intellectual biog- 
raphy of Stephen Gaukroger — has been to question whether Descartes 
was really the canonical epistemologist or metaphysician, with a grow- 
ing group arguing that he was more concerned with the natural sci- 
ences. The emphasis remains on the development of his ideas, with his 
life's course mainly providing the backdrop rather than the motivation. 

But one also senses a growing frustration with the limitations of the 


biographical consensus. The philosopher Stephen Toulmin, for example, 
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did his best to give Descartes flesh and blood by investigating his pos- 
sible responses to the assassination of King Henri IV in 1610. The teenage 
Descartes was then attending the Jesuit school at La Fléche, where the 
king’s heart came to be interred with great ceremony. Following Adam, 
Toulmin thinks that the youngster took part in the ceremonies and may 
have written an anonymous Latin poem for the occasion that compared 
Henri to the moons of Jupiter, which had themselves just been discov- 
ered a few months earlier by Galileo? Toulmin used such examples of 
the personal and local to press the case against scientific modernism 
in favor of a more authentic cosmopolitanism rooted in a humanistic 
openness to experience. 

Two other philosophers, Richard Watson and A. C. Grayling, writing 
biographical studies with a light touch suitable for a general audience, 
raised further questions about Descartes's motivations and the under- 
lying nature of his real views. In doing so, both came to the conclusion 
that the usual account could not add up. 

Grayling decided that Descartes was a spy. A well-known British phi- 
losopher and public intellectual, Grayling was penning a summary of 
recent work on Descartes, but as he wrote, he must have become in- 
creasingly irritated with not being able to explain what was motivat- 
ing Descartes's travels. So he speculated. When Descartes returned to 
The Netherlands in 1629, for instance, he did so as “a spy.” Grayling ex- 
plained, "My suggestion is that he was in some way engaged in intelli- 
gence activities or secret work during the [previous] period of his mili- 
tary service and travels. It was because of this, I further suggest, that 
Cardinal Berulle warned him that he was no longer welcome in France." 
(This suggestion implies that he was both a spy and an exile, which might 
also make him a double agent.) But Grayling then backs off, saying that 
he is not asserting that Descartes was a spy but is “merely mooting the 
possibility, contending that "it is a plausible hypothesis, and merits its 
place in his tale."7^ Yet later he suggests it as the reason Descartes first 
went to the Netherlands in 1618 as well, going to the country during the 
Synod of Dort and leaving it when it was settled, implying that “he could 
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have been sent as a pair of eyes and ears to observe how matters stood 
in the Breda garrison of Maurice’s army while the Arminian difficulties 
were going on."7* 

Now, great personages of the day certainly did employ spies. In 
the English-speaking world of the period, the most famous spymaster 
had been Queen Elizabeth's servant, Francis Walsingham, but in Des- 
cartes's own generation the French Cardinal Richelieu became equally 
famous as a master intelligencer, with eyes and ears in every corner. 
From a few years later, the powerful minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert has 
rightly been termed an "information master"? Then as now, power- 
ful people desired access to information about their friends and ene- 
mies, with both personal and political decision making requiring the 
obtaining and retaining of secrets. Indeed, the "secretaries" of church 
and state were so called because they had access to "secrets" Such men 
were certainly not above applying the methods of both fear and reward 
in recruiting informants. There are also many well-documented cases of 
scholars serving as intelligence gatherers and go-betweens, people such 
Sir Theodore de Mayerne, physician to Henri IV of France and James I 
and Charles I of England; or the martyred Giordano Bruno; or the Ger- 
man virtuoso Johannes Becher; or the Dutch savant and experimental- 
ist Nicolas Hartsoeker; or later still, the famous Voltaire. There are even 
suspicions about why Baruch Spinoza paid a long call on French officers 
after they had taken the city of Utrecht in the invasion of 16727? Such 
well-known persons might be thought to be more like diplomats than 
undercover informants, but they certainly collected and passed on pri- 
vate information in secret"? 

In Descartes's case, there are hints. For instance, we can turn our 
attention to events following the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, in which 
France's ally, the Dutch Republic, withdrew from the war against the 
Habsburgs, leaving France to continue the fight on its own. As Watson 
points out, it was shortly after the treaty — which also removed from the 
conflict another French ally, Sweden —that French ambassador Chanut 


began in earnest to attract Descartes to Stockholm? At the time, one 
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of Descartes’s most loyal friends in the Dutch Republic was Henri Bras- 
set, then resident to the French embassy in The Hague. Brasset wrote to 
Descartes about how he placed some hope in the young new stadholder 
of the Dutch Republic, William II, Prince of Orange.” William would 
indeed open secret negotiations with France about seizing the govern- 
ment of the Dutch Republic and then dividing the Spanish Netherlands 
between the kingdom and the Dutch Republic: following William’s 
march on Amsterdam in 1650, only his death from smallpox saved the 
republican system of the United Provinces from being turned into a 
principality.’ Given Brasset’s surviving message, the possibility that 
the young Descartes was an intelligence gatherer, or a well-positioned 
intermediary, must be taken seriously.* 

If he was, however, we want to know for whom he was working. 
Grayling infers that “if Descartes was an agent of some kind, he was 
by far most probably so in the Jesuit interest,” and Jesuits, he further 
asserts, were agents of the Habsburgs.** But this inference rests only 
on the well-known facts that Descartes had been educated at a Jesuit 
school and later hoped that his work would be acceptable to the order 
(it was not). It is also a far too simple characterization of the political 
position of the Jesuits during Descartes's lifetime. Besides, the Jesuits 
were spread all over Europe and picked up information everywhere, 
so there is no need to suppose they required spies who were not mem- 
bers of the society in order to acquire news of major public events such 
as the Synod of Dort, as Grayling supposes. As Grayling himself notes, 
too, there is an additional problem, for "if Descartes was an agent in the 
Jesuit-Habsburg interest, he could not have been conformable with the 
policy adopted by his own country.” French interests were better ex- 
pressed by Brasset's implied notion that the French and Dutch might 
seize and divide between them the Habsburg territories on their bor- 
ders. In other words, following Grayling's hypothesis, Descartes would 
have been a traitor. 

The American, Watson, on the other hand, wants Descartes to be 


a good guy —that is, in his view, working for the Protestants. He ex- 
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pressed his anger at the “Saint Descartes Protection Society” that made 
him into a good Catholic, terming his own work a “skeptical biogra- 
phy, as full of doubt about tradition and authority as was Descartes him- 
self,” although he also offered plenty of speculation as well.5$ He wrote, 
for instance, that Descartes’s return to The Netherlands in 1628 “was a 
revolutionary political act.” It coincided with the defeat of the Hugue- 
not stronghold of La Rochelle and the flight of many leaders of the Prot- 
estant French to The Netherlands (he claims). “It is as plain as can be,” 
Watson concludes, “that Descartes’s move ... was an act of solidarity 
with republican French Protestantism against royalist Catholic totali- 
tarian oppression, and of liberal Christianity against the Spanish Inqui- 
sition.”®” He also thinks that the story of the friendly interview with 
Cardinal Bérulle— whom he libelously terms a “genocidal maniac (and 
I speak precisely)" — was invented by Descartes's first biographers, but 
that if it did occur, Descartes was being privately warned about his own 
position and so “may have seen flight as the only way out,” which would 
explain why Descartes's subsequent secrecy was important: he "cer- 
tainly did seem to feel threatened "55 

Such moves toward trying to understand Descartes's life in light of 
the politicoreligious situation of his day are important and right, even 
if they are wrong in their speculative conclusions. If alert to them, one 
can notice such attempts in earlier biographical studies, too. A cen- 
tury ago, for instance, Adam noted some of the ways that Descartes 
did not always fit with expectations, wondering at the "double game" 
that he seems to have played. This line of questioning owes an even 
greater debt to Gustav Cohen, founder of the forerunner of the Insti- 
tut Francais in Amsterdam, who published a study of French literary 
travelers to the Dutch Republic in the first half of the seventeenth cen- 
tury, among whom was Descartes. Cohen's main theme was that liberty 
of conscience in Holland, coupled with the political alliance of 1598 to 
1648, drew many French visitors northward, including the soldier-poet 
Jean de Schelandre and the powerful literary duo of Guez de Balzac and 
Théophile de Viau, and finally Descartes himself?? Guez de Balzac be- 
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came a close early friend of Descartes, while the one passage of poetry 
quoted from memory by Descartes in his surviving letters is from Théo- 
phile.” But Théophile was also one of the most notorious French liber- 
tines of the period, burned in effigy in front of Notre Dame de Paris. In 
the course oftreating Descartes as a visitor and resident in the low coun- 
tries like Balzac and Théophile, Cohen uncovered new information not 
known to Adam and Tannery and, more important, stumbled across a 
host of personal and intellectual associations that raised further ques- 
tions about Descartes’s religious orthodoxy. Accounts such as Maxime 
Leroy’s Descartes: Le Philosophe au Masque, as well as swashbuckling lit- 
erary tales such as Dimitri Davidenko’s Descartes le scandalleux, followed 
up with other alternatives to the common narrative?? 

Intellectual historians similarly wondered. René Pintard, the his- 
torian of the freethinking libertins érudits (philosophical freethinkers), 
puzzled at Descartes’s closest Parisian friends being either wanton glut- 
tons and debauchees or alchemists and astrologers.” More recently, 
after years of relative neglect, the importance of libertine philosophy 
of the period has been studied again, continuing to furrow brows in 
puzzlement.™ The libertines questioned received opinion about Chris- 
tian moral philosophy, which they took to be rooted in doubtful doc- 
trines derived from disputes about religious speculations rather than 
founded on the natural sources of human thought and action. On those 
bases they allowed their own critical lines of reasoning to go to places 
that made established opinion upset and often angry. One of the first 
scholars in recent years to raise new questions about French libertine 
authors was Francoise Charles-Daubert, who in building on the studies 
of Pintard thought it strange that Cartesians dealt with the same sub- 
jects as the libertins érudits when they and Descartes seem to have taken 
no notice of one another in their writings. That was doubly astonishing 
when it is noticed that they moved in the same circles, at least when 
Descartes was in Paris. The reciprocal isolation and silence was, she 
thought, intriguing.” It would only make sense if the two groups were 


fellow travelers but with different and distinct audiences. 
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Following Charles-Daubert’s line, other intellectual historians have 
noticed more associations between Descartes and the libertines. Cath- 
erine Wilson wondered about whether Descartes might have been dis- 
simulating his religious opinions in some of his writings, while Susanna 
Akerman began to ask about his association with the mystical libertine 
Queen Christina; Anne Staquet and Alexandra Torero-Ibad more di- 
rectly drew parallels between his thought and that of such people as 
Gassendi and Cyrano, who were previously thought to hold opinions 
quite other than Descartes's?* The views Descartes later stated can in- 
deed be interpreted as important modifications, rather than rejections, 
of the Epicurean philosophy conveyed to Europe from ancient sources, 
most notably Lucretius. Recently, the prospect of approaching his works 
contextually has begun to shape books on Descartes written for English- 
speaking audiences, as well.” But there has been a continued reluctance 
to explore how the aims of his writing might have been intertwined 
with the French libertines in his life before his exile. 

A study that makes good use of what Natalie Davis has termed "tan- 
gential evidence" therefore seems timely?? Descartes certainly had 
friends and adversaries who can be identified, and their views and asso- 
ciations can be examined for possible connections to events in his life. 
For instance, because Descartes had aristocratic pretensions, he seems 
to have sought preferment among the royal and noble courts during his 
first extended stay in Paris. That would place him in the world of the 
queen regent, Marie de Medici, and a group of nobles who would even- 
tually be driven out of favor. When in 1617 Marie's chief minister and 
favorite, Concino Concini, was assassinated in a palace coup, Descartes 
left Paris for the Dutch Republic to learn the art of war. That meant ac- 
quiring the skills and knowledge of military engineering, a likely source 
for the development of his mathematical talents, which would be on dis- 
play so prominently in later years. The young aristocrat also went on to 
become caught up in the early events of the Thirty Years' War, and then 
in the actions prior to the French fighting in the Valtelline in northern 
Italy; that activity was followed by service in the king's forces at the 
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siege of La Rochelle. His return to France, however, coincided with the 
rise of Marie's younger son, Gaston d'Orléans, who had close ties with 
many of the discontented aristocrats. At the time of Descartes’s second 
departure for The Netherlands, at the beginning of 1629, the discon- 
tented were being forced into obedience to Cardinal Richelieu or into 
exile; Descartes left Paris just when Richelieu’s agents pushed one of 
his close friends, Balzac, into banishment to the countryside. Marie de 
Medici herself resisted but would flee abroad less than two years later, 
only to die in poverty. Descartes would not set foot in France again until 
after the death of Louis XIII and Richelieu. Politically, he may even 
have favored the mixed French and imperial interests of the house of 
Lorraine, itself a thorn in the side of the French king until Richelieu de- 
stroyed their lands in 1635. His personal loyalties were probably aligned 
with the ideals of his youth, when Marie de Medici sat on the throne. 

Abroad, Descartes would begin to write philosophy, no doubt with 
purpose. The philosophy he would write in the Dutch Republic remained 
rooted in ideals shaped both by hope for the reconciliation of Christen- 
dom and a love of neopagan literature. On the basis of understanding 
movement in the material fabric of the world, the confessional differ- 
ences of recent history might be overcome. Descartes may have hoped, 
too, like many around him, for peace in France and in Europe under 
the leadership of a loving and charismatic monarch who would be the 
first among equals in a republic of princes and nobles. Rulers includ- 
ing Catherine de Medici, Henri IV, and Marie de Medici had looked for 
common interests among the rival factions in the realm and negotiated 
settlements among them based on respect for lineage and a need for 
coexistence, while at the same time building alliances in Europe. Their 
methods, however, were quite distinct from the unforgiving royal abso- 
lutism of Louis XIII as fostered by Richelieu, who engaged in foreign 
wars and destroyed people who hinted at opposition, or drove them 
away. 

Descartes’s hopes depended, then, on a renewal at the top of the 


kingdom of a universal, loving, and forgiving faith that was rooted in 
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natural law. Like many other reformers of his day, Descartes was trying 
to change the conversation among the autocrats, overcoming division 
by seeking demonstrable universalities in nature and the laws of nature. 
The famous argument of the cogito was meant as a proof against radical 
doubt, a reassurance of our own existence from which even ordinary at- 
tributes of the real world can be known with reasonable certainty. After 
all, there were people in his day—as there are in our own— who prefer 
that nothing can be known for certain. But Descartes considered radical 
doubt puerile or mad, supportive of authoritarianism. He also hated ar- 
guments that had no basis in clear and distinct ideas about the material 
world and its motions. He consequently came to be seen as a herald of 


Enlightenment Reason. 


The mountain in view, then, would seem not to be made from Des- 
cartes's own works so much as from the titanic struggles of his moment, 
layered on top of even more ancient rock. The underlying geology shifts 
for many reasons, such as the tectonics of struggles for justice and well- 
being, security and dominion, and flows of capital. But surface events 
leave their mark, too. The crag is sometimes identified with his name be- 
cause he came to be such a good guide to it. From personal experience 
he well knew the pitfalls and crevices to be avoided on the way up, the 
places where avalanches threatened, and the exposed rock where few 
handholds could be found. Having scouted out firm paths, and bring- 
ing along the latest pieces of kit for the most difficult passages, he could 
safely and securely bring parties to the top and down again. But he also 
observed that the people he was guiding enjoyed speaking about their 
personal experiences, often more real to them than the views in sight. 
They were on the mountain because they had been moved to come. 
What that moving spirit was is not for a guide to say, but every guide 
will understand that visitors are swayed by it as much as the vistas that 
arise from the journey itself. 


Because the mountain now often bears Descartes's name, casual 
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visitors continue to confuse his personal identity with the place. People 
who live near mountains well know the difference, though. Mountains 
are not people, despite their moods. Nature on a mountainside is sel- 
dom kind, and wildernesses attract not only fierce animals but heartless 
bandits. To survive there requires not only physical competence but a 
strong will, a quick wit, and an appreciation for local knowledge. The 
young Descartes had all these, coupled with a desire to make sense of 
the larger landscape. And while possessed of active survival instincts, he 
also wanted to be of service. Before we make our own ascent, then, let's 


simply stick close by and see what he does. 


PART 2 


A France of Broken Families 


While later in life Descartes became known as a philosopher, he never 
took a position as a teacher or professor. He came to be well educated 
and well read and had many friends with whom he could share his 
keen interest in the latest ideas, but like most other well-heeled young 
men and women of his time, the young Descartes was often eager to be 
seen and heard in great houses. He first attempted to rise among the 
nobility of the sword, although he never quite succeeded. Perhaps he 
had to make especially energetic efforts because of not having quite the 
right kind of ancestors in his immediate family, his father being a high- 
ranking administrator but not of the sword-carrying kind. Descartes 
was also a kind of orphan, taken in by his mother’s family after she died 
during his infancy and his father remarried. He seems to have broken 
altogether with his father when they ended up on opposite sides of a 
great political conflict associated with the rise of Cardinal Richelieu as 
the king’s chief adviser. 

But he had a chance. Descartes moved in a world that made judg- 
ments according to lineage, title, and office, and both sides of his 
family descended from royal officials who were addressed by rank— 
lower-ranking noble titles but noble nonetheless—while the family 


name itself came from an estate obtained by an ancestor as a reward for 
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military service.’ He shared his name with the Great René and would 
seek an equally elevated place, looking for patronage among the grand 
nobles, strapping on a sword and learning the art of war and interna- 
tional diplomacy. When he came of age, he also gained an inheritance 
from his mother, which gave him a title of his own. He therefore often 
introduced himself as the sieur du Perron: lord of Perron. He came 
from those who valued merit as well, being sent to excellent schools, 
including law school, giving him further qualifications for high gov- 
ernment service. At the end of his life, the inscription on the tomb that 
was erected over his grave told the onlooker that he was lord of the 
manor of Perron and descended from ancient and noble lines of Poitou 
and Brittany; a funeral oration in his honor reiterated the distinctions, 
calling him a French noble and lord of Perron? When Gerard Edelinck 
engraved Descartes’s portrait for the 1691 biography about him (shown 
in figure 1 in part 1), he surrounded his distinguished subject with the 
words Chevalier (a noble title) and Seigneur du Perron. For added empha- 
sis, below his portrait a coat of arms is prominently displayed, bearing 
a saltire cross (sometimes also called a Saint Andrew’s cross) and four 
palm fronds? Perhaps the saltire cross echoes the cross of the Valois 
dukes of Burgundy, since he would later have dealings with members 
of that august family and places once ruled by them, including Lorraine 
and the low countries. 

The sieur du Perron therefore had sufficient standing to walk among 
those gathered at princely courts and distinguished assemblies, some- 
times gaining the notice of those closer to the center. It was rumored 
that he was good at the gaming tables, too. Once, he said, he accepted a 
coin for service as a soldier. As far as is known, however, he took nothing 
more. Other handsome young chevaliers had risen to favor by serving 
the great nobles. Playing that game could be dangerous, however, for 
anyone without personal power walked a tightrope. An awkward ges- 
ture might easily cause a fall, and then the cord could be used just as 
well for throttling. René escaped into exile, where he would begin to 


write. That Descartes has come to be known as a “philosopher” is per- 
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haps best explained, then, by examining the accidents of his life that 


foreclosed other options. 


Families 


When Descartes came into the world, he was granted all the advantages 
of his family.* But he quickly became almost an orphan. The adult Des- 
cartes had no clear memory of his mother, only a longing, for Jeanne 
Brochard died following childbirth when René was only a little over 
thirteen months old. He and his older siblings, Pierre and Jeanne, seem 
to have been raised in the house where René was born, under the roof 
of his grandmother. His father, Joachim, remarried and moved on. 
Understandably, the youngster would come to identify strongly with his 
mother’s side of the family and as a young adult would distance himself 
from his father. When he received news of Joachim’s death in October 
1640, René did not return to pay his respects. His feelings of abandon- 
ment are probably captured by the humble arrangements he made for 
his own burial: placed in an orphans’ cemetery outside the city walls of 
Stockholm? 

But although Joachim Descartes may have been an aloof parent, he 
had a distinguished lineage and undoubtedly knew some of the leaders 
of France. He traced his family pedigree back into the fourteenth 
century to people near the Valois king Charles the Wise. Moreover, 
Joachim's great-grandfather had been the Great René, a military figure 
who acquired, among other possessions, a tract of land called Cartes 
in the commune of Ormes St.-Martin near Vienne (south of Lyons). 
The Great René's grandson, Pierre, Joachim's father, became a distin- 
guished physician but held on to several fiefs, calling himself Pierre 
"Descartes."$ Pierre's son, Joachim, turned to law and rose high in one of 
the chief decision-making bodies of France. By the time of his son's birth 
on March 31, 1596, Joachim Descartes had been a member (conseiller) 
of the parliament (parlement) of the powerful province of Brittany for 


more than a decade. The first requirement of government is to be just, 
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and parliaments everywhere in Europe were formal bodies deciding on 
whether the law, or cases at law, accorded with justice. The French par- 
liaments of the time were more like courts than representative assem- 
blies— that better characterized the occasional Estates-General, which 
last met in 1614-15. (The young René would visit it, too, in the company 
of an uncle who sat in it as a representative.) But among the matters on 
which the French parlements decided were not only questions of taxa- 
tion, administration, and justice, but also the edicts of the monarch. 
Over the course of time, Joachim would rise to become the most senior 
officer in the grand parliament of Brittany, the doyen. 

Joachim’s status was bolstered by marrying into other well- 
connected families. His first wife, Jeanne Brochard — René's mother — 
came from a family headed by a distinguished official of the ancient and 
powerful city of Poitiers (lieutenant general de présidial). When Joachim 
remarried three years after Jeanne’s death, his second wife, Anne, was 
also the daughter of a senior government official, Jean-Baptiste Morin, 
first president of the Chambre des Comtes in Nantes, an important city 
in Brittany. The new couple soon settled in the administrative capital 
of that province, Rennes, and raised three boys and a girl of their own. 

In other words, Joachim not only came from a distinguished line 
but also acted as a high-ranking and respected member of the decision- 
making administration of the kingdom. He was well connected to other 
people like him in the region and worked closely with the great nobles 
who served the king directly, someone more than a civil servant but 
less than a minister. Men like him were among the officeholders who 
pressed hard to be openly recognized as men of distinguished position 
(qualité)? Put another way, he was, according to distinctions that were 
beginning to be formalized in his lifetime, a noble of the “robe” rather 
than of the “sword.” Some years later, in 1668, when such things were 
being regularized by the monarchy, the Descartes family obtained let- 
ters of chivalry confirming its noble rank; presumably it was this that 
allowed the engraver Edelinck to depict René as a chevalier? 


It is even possible that Joachim Descartes had served His Majesty 
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Henri IV in person, taking a part in the unraveling of a spy ring and re- 
porting about it to the king. In 1604, when the incident took place, the 
personal secretary to the French ambassador in Spain was one “Mon- 
sieur Descartes.” As told by the king’s chief minister, the duc de Sully, 
the Descartes in the story has no first name, but at the time there are 
no persons other than Joachim Descartes known by that surname. Sully 
was long the royal governor of Poitou, where the elder Descartes lived 
at the time, so he may well have remembered the man’s last name. 
Joachim is likely to be the person mentioned? 

The incident was this: early in the century, French ambassadors had 
begun to notice that decisions of the king’s council were being conveyed 
to foreign powers even before they themselves had word. It was later 
discovered that a clerk who worked for the chief diplomat on the king’s 
council, the marquis de Villeroy, was spying for the Spaniards. That 
clerk, Nicolas L Hote, was uncovered by a turncoat, John de Leyré: De 
Leyré had gone into exile in Spain after plotting against Henri IV in the 
civil wars, but he now wished to return to his homeland and so shopped 
L'Hote to the ambassador in return for a pardon and a pension. When 
the ambassador sent the news to Paris, though, it traveled by networks 
familiar to L'Hote, enabling him to learn that he had been discovered, 
which he hastily brought to the notice of his Spanish contacts; De Leyré 
in turn quickly found out that he had been compromised and, accom- 
panied by Descartes, he jumped on a horse to make for the French bor- 
der at a gallop to avoid the Spanish authorities. (One can infer from this 
account that Descartes had been De Leyré’s handler.) They successfully 
crossed the border and made their way to the French court, reporting 
events directly to His Majesty, and Descartes followed up with a per- 
sonal report to the chief minister, Sully, as well. Hearing that the game 
was up, L'Hote tried to escape from Paris north to the Spanish Nether- 
lands, but with pursuers hot on his heels, he drowned while trying to 
swim the Marne." If the Descartes in this drama was, as is likely, René’s 
father, Joachim, then he was personally known to, and trusted by, the 


chief persons of the kingdom. 
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Joachim was therefore an influential man, and he was not averse to 
pulling strings to help his children. René’s elder brother, Pierre, also 
later became a member of the parlement in Brittany," and Joachim even 
obtained letters from the king himself allowing another of his sons, 
Joachim II, to succeed him in his office in return for services rendered 
to the king over the past forty years.? No doubt there were other occa- 
sions when his trusted services were called on, one of which we will 
soon have occasion to recount. Whether he tried to do very much for 
René, however, is doubtful, since the youngest son of his first wife chose 
not to follow in his footsteps. 

René had, after all, mainly been raised by his mother's family. In 
his infancy and early childhood, Descartes seems to have grown up in 
the home of his maternal grandmother, who had moved to a pleasant 
town on the river Creuze. Grandmother Jeanne Sain seems to have been 
a strong-minded woman who had moved to La Haye after separating 
from her husband years before. René's mother came to her mother's 
house when childbirth was imminent; there Descartes was born and 
baptized (in the Catholic rather than the Huguenot church); and there 
his mother died a year later. The little children were probably living at 
their grandmother's when their mother left the earth, and Jeanne Sain 
probably simply continued to keep them with her and her servants. Per- 
haps being raised in a household whose head was female helped cause 
Descartes to listen carefully to women in later years. 

As he grew older, Descartes probably also spent time at the home of 
his paternal granduncle and godfather, Michel Ferrand, in the nearby 
city of Chátellerault. As the second city of Poitou, it would have had 
first-rate Latin schools for his early education. Ferrand was an impor- 
tant figure, serving as councilor to the king (a parliamentary office) and 
lieutenant general of his city (a royal appointment), in a most difficult 
time. Like much ofthe rest of Poitou, Chátellerault had come to be more 
or less equally divided between Protestant and Catholic, and Ferrand 
was probably involved with passing the local ordinance in 1589 that al- 


lowed Protestants the free use of their religion, making the city one 


À France of Broken Families 39 


of their “villee de sûreté” (safe towns). In any case, as lieutenant gen- 
eral, he oversaw the local negotiations for the Edict of Nantes in 1598 
that gave the Huguenots full civil liberties. The edict was a fundamental 
component of King Henri IV’s strategy to forge civil peace after the wars 
of religion, a political line continued by his widow, Marie de Medici. 
(Châtellerault would not send a representative of the Catholic clergy 
to the Estates-General in 1614, probably indicating its continued reli- 
gious balance.) Ferrand had also been associated with the unortho- 
dox but ecumenical political theorist Jean Bodin.“ Interestingly, too, in 
the house next door lived Ferrand’s cousin, Gaspard d'Auvergne, who 
had served as an ambassador from King Francois I in Italy and trans- 
lated Niccolò Machiavelli’s Prince and Discours into French, two very 
important works that many commentators termed atheistical but which 
Descartes later wrote about very knowledgeably.? Descartes must have 
grown up with the latest political discussion as a commonplace. 

It would appear that his mother's family saw to his further educa- 
tion. In 1606 or 1607 René and his elder brother were sent to the Jesuit 
college at La Fléche. The Jesuits had been accused of complicity in an 
attempted assassination of Henri IV in 1594 and were expelled from the 
kingdom, but following its readmission to France in 1603, the Society of 
Jesus organized several fine advanced schools for the sons of nobles and 
gentlemen. For the school that René attended, Henri gave them the cha- 
teau in which he had been conceived, making it known as the “Collège 
Royale."!5 The rector of the school (Father Charlet) was allied with his 
mother’s family. Descartes later referred to him as his “second father.” 7 
Descartes apparently left school about the age of sixteen — entirely in 
keeping with the customs of the time— for he spent the winter of 1612- 
13 at his father's house in Rennes, training in horsemanship and fenc- 
ing.? But his mother's relatives again seem to have organized his fur- 
ther education, at the university in Poitiers, a city where his maternal 
uncle and godfather, René Brochard, sieur des Fontaines, held the office 
of councilor to the king. When Descartes took his degree and diploma 
in law from there in 1616, he dedicated his thesis to Brochard, who also 


40 Part Two 


paid his fees! Descartes would inherit property in Poitiers from his 
mother's estate, too. While all other members of his family claimed as- 
sociation with his father's Brittany, then, René always identified himself 


as from the province of Poitiers and Châtellerault: his mother's Poitou 2° 


Politiques 


Inthe autumn of 1614 and beginning of 1615, his uncle Brochard and the 
eighteen-year-old René were in Paris for the important assembly of the 
Estates-General, where other relatives also sat?! The Estates-General 
brought together representatives from throughout the kingdom to help 
the queen regent, Marie de Medici, settle the realm after a failed in- 
surrection by a group of discontented nobles and princes of the blood. 
Marie had been particularly concerned with the loyalty of Orléanais— 
the region represented in part by Descartes's relatives — but in the end 
her government managed to find trusted delegates from there.” Poi- 
tiers was particularly deeply split between the politicians and the bishop, 
who took control of the city in the name of the crown. Poitiers even shut 
out the malcontented Prince de Condé, who retired to Chátellerault, 
presumably because that city remained loyal to him.? Uncle Brochard 
must have been a remarkably able politician in such circumstances, for 
when the Estates were called to order he sat for Poitiers (giving his title 
as ecuyer, or squire, the lowest rank of nobility). A representative for ad- 
joining Touraine was a cousin: Maître René Sain, councilor of the king, 
treasurer general of France, and mayor of Tours?* Another cousin, from 
Descartes's father's side, Maitre Francois Ferrand, councilor and lawyer 
of the king, represented Chátellerrault?* 

As representatives of the third estate—the peuple (people)— 
Descartes's relatives were among those calling for a stronger but re- 
formed monarchy, along lines that today would be termed secular. Their 
position was a further move in the loyalist politique program that had 
emerged in the 1560s and remained important in France during Des- 


cartes's youth. The politiques spoke out in response to the horrors of the 
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French religious wars, arguing that good government should be placed 
ahead of religious doctrine or other ideologies. Great authors such as 
Bodin and Montaigne gave it the voice of toleration. Henri IV put it into 
action by abjuring his Huguenot faith in favor of France’s civic religion, 
Catholicism, while at the same time allowing others to practice their 
Protestant faith openly as long as they remained loyal to the state. In 
the Edict of Nantes, Henri gave the political sphere autonomy, for even 
while sacralizing the person of the king, the edict did not identify the 
monarchy with Catholicism alone? People such as Jacques Auguste de 
Thou, a senior member of the parlement of Paris and a royal official, took 
to print to argue that the rule of law should reign supreme over even the 
greatest persons.” 

The third estate was packed with people who shared the outlook of 
De Thou, including Descartes’s relatives. Their chief political position 
was to advocate something even stronger than the politique position, 
something which has been called “political Gallicanism”: to make the 
office of King of France sovereign over all persons in the kingdom, 
whether noble or clerical. The Orléanais, which included Brochard, were 
among the most vehement advocates of that line. (It turned out to be 
a position stronger than the crown itself wanted.) One can easily imag- 
ine that Descartes, too, had come to be sympathetic to this legalist and 
nonclerical view of sovereignty: he would later argue that even God was 
not greater than his decrees?? 

The strong association of politique views with Henri IV must have al- 
ready made an impression on Descartes at school, especially during the 
commotion following the king's assassination. Many writers comment- 
ing on Descartes's early life have drawn attention to the likely influ- 
ence on him of that powerful event. It occurred in 1610, when Henri was 
raising an army in preparation for helping the elector of Brandenburg in 
a war with the Habsburgs over the succession to the duchies of Cleves- 
Jülich, which occupied a strategic position on the Rhine. Before Henri's 
departure for the Rhineland, as a precaution against a return to civil war 


should anything go amiss, the king agreed to have his wife, Marie de 
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Medici, crowned as queen of France. The following day he was in a coach 
with companions traveling through streets in Paris still crowded from 
the celebrations when congestion forced a halt; a right-wing Catholic 
fanatic managed to mount the vehicle and stab the king to death. Need- 
less to say, the event provoked shock, anger, and grief throughout the 
kingdom, along with an extended period of mourning. 

The aftermath touched Descartes directly, since Henri’s embalmed 
heart was sent to La Fléche to be ceremoniously laid in a tomb placed 
high above the alter of his school’s chapel. Hercule de Rohan, duc de 
Montbazon, who had been with Henri and was himself wounded during 
the assassination, commanded the procession from Paris to La Fléche, 
and oversaw the sacral entombment of the heart. Some of Descartes’s 
biographers think it likely that René was among the young gentlemen 
who accompanied the cortege.*° If so, perhaps it began a personal con- 
nection between him and Montbazon: Descartes’s birthplace, La Haye, 
had been acquired as part of the duchy of Montbazon, so it is not im- 
probable that he was recruited for the ceremony as one of Montbazon’s 
subjects studying at the school?! The connection seems to have con- 
tinued, for Montbazon's daughter, Marie de Rohan, best known by her 
later title, duchesse de Chevreuse, had a son, the duc de Luynes, who 
later translated Descartes's Meditations from Latin into French with 
Descartes's help. But perhaps one can find further echoes of the event 
later in his life, too. The sepulcher in which Henri's heart was placed was 
shapedin the form of a pyramid; so was the tomb raised over Descartes's 


burial place.” 


Breaking with His Father 


But the political state of France was fraught, sometimes dividing fami- 
lies. Later in life a distinct coldness is evident between Descartes and his 
father. Perhaps the break came in 1626 over an incident that had much 
to do with both the personal and political conflicts within the ruling 
family of France, echoed in the conflicts in other clans. The episode ex- 


poses the frictions within the Descartes family, too. 
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The just-mentioned Marie de Rohan was the chief mover in a grand 
intrigue. By that time the younger Descartes had—as we will soon see — 
gained considerable experience as a gentleman volunteer with various 
armies in northern and central Europe, with a further period in Italy. 
In 1625 he had returned from his travels, taking up residence in Paris 
and deciding his next move. There he lived in the home of a friend of 
the family, Nicolas Le Vasseur, sieur d’Etioles, yet another high-ranking 
member of the royal government (receiver general of finances). Accord- 
ing to an early biographer, Baillet, Descartes was at the time toying with 
the idea of taking up an important royal post that had come vacant, 
that of lieutenant general of Chatellerault, a position that his godfather 
Ferrand had previously held. 

By then René was widely traveled and valiant, and he possessed a 
law degree and friends in government. All he had to do was to come 
up with the sum of fifty thousand livres necessary for the purchase of 
the office and presumably secure his father’s blessing. The first of these 
he had, having returned from Italy with thirty thousand livres, on top 
of which he sold some additional properties that summer, and for the 
rest he had an offer of a loan from a friend. Most of Descartes’s biogra- 
phers therefore wonder why he did not take the post and settle down to 
begin a family, as might be expected.” But perhaps his father balked. 
The only recorded comment of the father on his son was a much later 
snide remark about how he had been “bound in calf-skin,” implying that 
by becoming a writer his son had failed to live up to his expectations.** 
René himself later commented that his father thought he was not ex- 
perienced enough for the office. It must have hurt. Or perhaps, in light 
of what followed, his father’s opinion was a veiled reference to his son’s 
inability to bend sufficiently with the political winds. 

The winds were just then blowing fiercely. In the spring of 1626, the 
question of the lieutenancy not yet having been decided, Descartes trav- 
eled from Paris to Poitiers and Chatellerault together with his relative 
and landlord, Le Vasseur. Having looked things over, they turned north 
to Rennes to see his father? As it turned out, however, Joachim Des- 


cartes was embroiled in one of the great political events of the moment, 
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a rebellion of many of the great nobles stirred by Marie de Rohan that 
resulted in the show trial of the comte de Chalais. The trial would be or- 
ganized by Armand Jean du Plessis, bishop of Luçon and now Cardinal 
Richelieu. By 1626 Richelieu had become the king’s indispensable chief 
minister, growing into one of the firmest strategists and most supple 
tacticians of his generation. Previously unnoticed by Descartes’s biogra- 
phers is the fact that one of the chief judges on the court was Descartes’s 
father? If the younger Descartes had friends among those who were 
opposed to the cardinal — which, as we will see, seems likely — then his 
father's willingness to do Richelieu's bidding might well have caused the 
son to separate. 

René Descartes would have noticed Richelieu no later than at the 
Estates-General of 1614, when Bishop du Plessis sat as a representative 
of the first estate (the clergy) for Descartes's homeland of Poitou and 
began his climb into the councils of the crown? About a decade older 
than Descartes, from a somewhat more eminent family and first in- 
tended for the life of the sword, Richelieu took over the family bishopric 
when the elder brother for whom it was intended decided instead to be- 
come a monk. Cardinal Richelieu became an active Catholic reformer, 
following Rome in being the first bishop in France to introduce the de- 
crees of the Council of Trent into his diocese. At the close of the Estates- 
General he was chosen by the clergy to summarize the first estate's posi- 
tion, powerfully arguing against the third estate's position about the 
sovereignty of the monarch over the church, favoring the Tridentine 
decrees despite the crown's firm independence from Rome on this issue, 
and concluding with personal praise for Marie de Medici.? He made a 
name for himself. Within a year, following the marriage of the Spanish 
princess Anne of Austria to Marie's son, Louis, he gained the position 
of Anne's chief almoner and began to advise Marie de Medici and her 
favorite, Concino Concini, as well.^? 

But in the mid-1620s the royal family was quarreling. Not only had 
the queen mother, Marie de Medici, and her eldest son, King Louis 
XIII, been at swords drawn, but more recently her younger son, Gaston 


d'Orléans (see fig. 4), was known to be waiting in the wings to succeed 
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Figure 4. Gaston d’Orléans, Monsieur the Heir Apparent, as a military leader. 
Attributed to Claude Deruet, Chateau de Blois. Gianni Dagli Orti / The Art 
Archive at Art Resource, New York. 


his often seriously ill and childless brother. By 1626, with Gaston now 
age eighteen, many of the great nobles saw their interests aligned with 
“Monsieur” but found that Richelieu stood in their way. At Gaston’s 
death in 1660, his funeral oration was suppressed because of the ob- 
jections of his nephew Louis XIV, but a summary later found in the ar- 
chives emphasized that Gaston had worked to “maintain the liberty of 
the people without damaging the authority of the prince.”™ “The people" 
indicated the political classes of France, both the discontented nobles 
and the peuple who sat in the third estate, including Descartes’s relatives. 

As a member of “the people,” Descartes was a close observer of 
various aristocratic types, and what he later wrote might apply to the 
Gaston-Richelieu conflict. He would comment on how self-esteem is 
a principal part of wisdom, arising chiefly from generosity of spirit. 
People who truly possess generosity therefore think well of others, are 
usually the “most humble,” and “are naturally led to do great deeds,” 
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while at the same time they never undertake what they cannot perform. 
Armed with an accurate sense of self-worth, they “are always perfectly 
courteous, gracious and obliging to everyone.” That was the persona 
of Monsieur. But unfortunately, many of the great fell into the trap of 
vanity, which “is always a vice.” They did so because “flattery is so com- 
mon everywhere.”*? It made for viciousness. Such was the view of Riche- 
lieu, surrounded only by his subservient creatures, held by the discon- 
tented. Since remaining humble and generous in the face of constant 
flattery was no easy task, the vainglorious often pushed themselves for- 
ward and forced events to obtain personal advantage, bringing havoc 
in their wake. 

As long as Gaston remained without a wife, many aristocrats enter- 
tained hopes of establishing a dynastic alliance with the royal line 
through marriage, increasing Monsieur's ability to build a large net- 
work of clients seeking his favor. Richelieu therefore wanted the prince 
married off to minimize his power as an object for intrigue. The plan, 
in keeping with Marie de Medici's desires, was to marry Gaston to the 
young and wealthy heiress Marie de Bourbon, duchesse de Montpensier; 
that would also keep the duchesse out of the hands of one of Richelieu’s 
adversaries, Louis de Bourbon, comte de Soissons, who claimed that 
he and she had been betrothed. There is a possibility that the younger 
Descartes himself had some opinion about the matter, for among the 
duchesse's titles was Lord of Chátellerault, presumably giving her some 
interest in the lieutenant general's post that he was just then consid- 
ering. 

But in response to Richelieu's plan, a group of the great nobles de- 
cided that it was finally time to act against the minister, and they plotted 
his assassination.? One of the chief movers in the drama held great es- 
tates in Brittany: Marie de Rohan, duchesse de Chevreuse, a distant 
claimant to the throne herself. Marie de Rohan was not only one of the 
most brilliant and charismatic women of the time, but she was also the 
daughter of the eminent Montbazon who had commanded the funeral 
procession that carried the heart of Henri IV to Descartes's school. Marie 
was a confidant of both the queen mother, Marie de Medici, and the 
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Figure 5. Anne of Austria as Minerva, goddess of wisdom, arts, trade, and war. Painted by 
Philippe de Champaign, Conseil d’Etat, Paris. Erich Lessing / Art Resource, New York. 


queen, Anne of Austria (see fig. 5). Not many years earlier, Marie and 
one of her lovers, Henry Rich, had arranged a private meeting between 
the Duke of Buckingham and Queen Anne that allowed Buckingham to 
pledge his love, causing much public consternation. Then, while in En- 
gland, Marie so scandalized the court by her behavior that Richelieu let 
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it be known that she was a liability, although her marriage to the duc de 
Chevreuse meant her person could not be touched; she in turn openly 
rounded on Richelieu. Marie and her conspirators among the aristocrats 
now saw an opportunity to do away with the cardinal and perhaps even 
(it was rumored) depose Louis and wed Gaston to the much-neglected 
Queen Anne, at last also giving the hand of Marie de Bourbon, duchesse 
de Montpensier, to Soissons and so generally consolidating the power 
of the greats over the crown. Some of Marie de Rohan’s adherents in- 
cluded some of the highest-ranking nobles in the land: the half-brothers 
of Louis, the duc and the chevalier de Vendôme (the latter of whom was 
the royal governor of Brittany); the ducs de Nevers, Longueville, Condé, 
and Rohan; and of course the comte de Soissons. 

Another plotter and yet another of Marie’s personal conquests, 
Henri de Talleyrand, the young comte de Chalais and master of the 
king’s wardrobe, joined rather late in the game. As he was drawn in, he 
grew frightened at the possible consequences, consulting his uncle, a 
knight of Malta, who insisted that to save his own life, his nephew had 
to confess all to Richelieu. He did. Richelieu quickly launched further 
secret investigations and employed imprisonment and torture to un- 
ravel the intended coup, consolidating his own grip on power. 

After the plot was discovered, Cardinal Richelieu (see fig. 6) gained 
the complete support of the king. Gaston’s former preceptor, the great 
maréchal (marshal) Jean-Baptiste d'Ornano, was arrested on May 3, 1626, 
and died in the dungeons of Vincennes in the autumn, rumored to have 
been poisoned; on June 13 the king's half-brothers Vendóme were also 
arrested and confined to prison, where one of them, Alexandre, would 
also die (in early 1629). The king and his court traveled to Brittany for 
the summer to personally oversee the loyalties of a region that might 
have risen against them, and it soon appeared that they regained con- 
trol. But Richelieu discovered that Chalais continued to meet in private 
with Gaston, suggesting that the cabal continued. On July 8 Chalais, too, 
was arrested and, threatened with torture, made confessions that im- 
plicated other plotters, although he later retracted his testimony, say- 
ing that he had given it in return for a pardon. The king subsequently 
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Figure 6. Richelieu, Cardinal of the Catholic Church, wearing the chivalric medal of the 
Order of the Holy Spirit. After Philippe de Champaigne, Musée du Chateau de Versailles. 
Alfredo Dagli Orti / The Art Archive at Art Resource, New York. 


awarded Richelieu a permanent guard of fifty men—setting up the 
rivalries between various armed units at court that Dumas exploits so 
well in The Three Musketeers—while Richelieu took the occasion to force 
the marriage of Gaston and Montpensier (which took place on August 5, 
in Nantes). Shortly after Chalais’s arrest, Richelieu also established a 
special tribunal to dispose of the count. It was Richelieus first use of a 
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kangaroo court, a method that the cardinal would in the future employ 
from time to time to spread fear among his enemies. 

The special tribunal was staffed by members of the parlement of 
Brittany, including Joachim Descartes, who was listed as the third most 
senior member of the eleven-person court.^* They were officially called 
into session in Nantes on August 5 and sat for the first time on August 11. 
After taking depositions from various conspirators and deposing Cha- 
lais himself, they declared his guilt on August 18. He was to be executed 
the next day. Some of the comte’s friends made an attempt to preserve 
him by smuggling the executioner out of town, but another prisoner 
was promised his liberty if he would do the deed. Then the executioner’s 
sword disappeared. Another was volunteered from the crowd. But it was 
apparently not sharp and, coupled with the performance of an amateur, 
Chalais was left bleeding and screaming in pain, still alive after twenty 
strokes. His neck was finally struck from his body by repeated hammer 
blows against a cooper’s adze. Queen Anne herself barely avoided im- 
prisonment or worse.*° Others slipped away. In the case of the duchesse, 
she fled to the independent duchy of Lorraine, finding refuge in her 
husband’s family. 

We do not know what either Joachim or René thought of the busi- 
ness, but it was nothing if not ugly, and it must have touched them 
both—especially if the distant son had friends among the nobility who 
were unhappy with the cardinal, which, as we shall see, was likely. 

René returned to Paris and did not pursue the government post. One 
wonders, too, about whether the event contributed to the father’s resig- 
nation of his seat in the parlement a year later in favor of his son, Joa- 
chim IL But the elder Joachim soon also went to the trouble of obtain- 


ing a further letter of honor from the king. 


Aristocratic Paris 


It might seem odd that Descartes apparently became loosely associated 


with the anti-Richelieu faction in the late 1620s. But many great nobles 


À France of Broken Families 51 


and their followers who were loyal to the monarchy in the 1610s, when 
Descartes first spent time in Paris, would later oppose the cardinal. In 
later years, Descartes’s Discourse on the Method (1637) gives some auto- 
biographical hints about his first encounters with politics, although he 
is very cautious. His main point is that “as soon as I was old enough to 
emerge from the control of my teachers, I entirely abandoned the study 
of letters.” Instead, he resolved “to seek no knowledge other than that 
which could be found in myself or else in the great book of the world.” 
For the rest of his youthful days, then, he spent his time “travelling, 
visiting courts and armies, mixing with people of diverse temperaments 
and ranks, gathering various experiences, testing myself in the situa- 
tion which fortune offered me, and at all times reflecting upon what- 
ever came my way so as derive profit from it."^* Descartes had been a 
talented student who had earned the ability to read more or less any- 
thing in his school’s library,” and his excellent preparation allowed him 
to understand and comment on whatever he wished later in life. But for 
the years following school he paints a youthful rebellion and the search 
for experience of the world, together with trying to make sense of it all. 

He may have been living in Paris as early as 1613, at the age of seven- 
teen, a common enough age to be sent into the world. Beforehand, in 
Rennes his father had provided him with further training in riding a 
warhorse and handling weapons, suggesting that —like Dumas’s D'Ar- 
tagnan—he saw his future among the young noble retainers of one of 
the great houses? The key word in Descartes’s own summary of his 
earliest activities, then, is courts. According to Baillet, Descartes had 
wished to join the company (troupes) around the young king‘! But Bail- 
let also apologizes retrospectively for the father’s fault in allowing his 
son to reside in the city with only a valet (i.e., without a tutor or chaper- 
one), suggesting that he was investing only the minimum in his distant 
son’s upbringing. Without connections, Descartes would have to work 
his way into one of the groups around the court by proving his worth. 
He certainly seems to have found companions. Apparently Descartes 


was skilled at the gaming tables, and Baillet is clear that the young and 
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handsome Descartes took great pleasure in music and poetry as well. 
His nights must have been full. 

But Baillet also comments that Descartes’s companions became 
concerned about how he frequently absented himself from their diver- 
tissements, making them wonder whether he had a secret life or even 
worrying that he had returned to Brittany or had gone with the court 
to Guyenne for the exchange of brides between the French and Spanish 
kings. One absence might be explained by Descartes serving his uncle 
Brochard during his time in Paris for the Estates-General. But one might 
also wonder whether Baillet is hinting about how the young cavalier 
traveled among the great cloud of courtiers to southwestern France for 
the royal marriage in late 1615 a few months later. It would have been 
an opportunity to work his way into circles around the young king. But 
apparently he had impressed his uncle, too, for on the court’s return to 
Paris they traveled through Poitiers early in 1616, where Descartes must 
have stopped for a few months of further study, since the now twenty- 
year-old Descartes collected his law degree and license in November, 
dedicating his thesis to Brochard.?? According to Baillet, the young man 
then returned to Paris during the Christmas season of 1616, when his 
Parisian friends welcomed him “as merrily as they possibly could.”*? 

In other words, during his late teens Descartes was most probably 
acting like others of his kind, busying himself with rounds of visiting 
and socializing, and perhaps swordplay, looking for the main chance 
to attach himself to one of the groups around the great persons of the 
day. He would have been running risks, however. For while the courtly 
life could be pleasurable for anyone, without the routines of officehold- 
ing it could also be exhausting and confrontational. The personal and 
political were so intertwined as to be indistinguishable at times, as the 
governing words for proper manners indicated: savoir-vivre and savoir- 
faire (ways of knowing how to live well) were put into action by poli- 
tesse (politeness), etymologically related to politique (political). Codes 
of honor and orders of chivalry were held in high esteem. But authority 


depended not only on place and rank, and inherited networks of famil- 
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iarity established over generations, but on personal charisma as well. 
Prince or Princess “Charming” exercised a kind of magical power over 
the spirits of those nearby. Conversation was a form of intercourse in 
which emotional and sexual webs could be woven, loyalties tested, and 
opinions weighed. Speech required wit and discretion, and dissimula- 
tion was an art practiced by most, allowing one to say only what was 
diverting or, if necessary, words that were truthful but suggestive of 
agreement when there were differences.** Power over others could be 
conveyed by displays of confidence, the studied nonchalance that the 
Italians called sprezzatura, never seeming to worry but giving with an 
open hand and laughing at danger and threat, always displaying spirit. 

Like others of his kind, Descartes carefully observed in those around 
him any signs of conflict between authentic feeling and calculation. In 
his last published work, on the passions, he noted how expressions of 
the eyes indicate every feeling, although it was almost impossible to de- 
scribe those slight but meaningful movements. Facial expressions were 
almost as difficult to scrutinize and control. Some, however, could be 
managed, such as wrinkling of the forehead or movements of the nose 
and lips, which with practice could be made voluntary. “In general the 
soul is able to change facial expressions, as well as the expressions of the 
eyes, by vividly feigning a passion which is contrary to the one it wishes 
to conceal. Thus we may use such expressions to hide our passions as 
well as to reveal them.” The deep responses, which arise from the seat of 
the passions, the heart, via the blood —such as going pale or blushing, or 
trembling—were virtually impossible to control even by the most prac- 
ticed, but with polish, courtiers could act their parts without revealing 
themselves.°° 

Even well-placed persons, both men and women, lived with daily 
frictions. They were surrounded by others from their rising until their 
retiring, needing to see that subordinates carried out their duties cor- 
rectly and otherwise working the scene with smiles, scowls, or icy dis- 
tancing so as to distribute love and fear appropriately. Any perceived 


slight from an equal had to be confronted immediately and sharply, 
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or else it might become a festering wound assuaged only by innu- 
endo, backstabbing, and poisoned chalices. Given the latter risk, the 
loyalty of kitchen staff and apothecaries, among others, required con- 
stant checks. Peers sometimes also required a slap in the face: hundreds 
died each year in sword duels, including many of the court favorites. 
Even a noblewoman, Madame de Saint-Balmont, of Lorraine, became 
known as an adept at swordplay? Louis XIII attempted to prohibit the 
settling of affairs of honor in such ways by enacting a law in 1626— 
and by making an example by executing the powerful noble Francois 
de Montmorency-Bouteville in 1627 after he dueled on the grounds of 
the Palace Royale —but with only limited effect. Whether high-ranking 
or not, then, one had to be constantly on guard. Various authors have 
commented on Descartes’ thin skin, his quick and vehement responses 
to any hint of disrespect even from old friends, but in this he was acting 
like others of his class. Honor and valor demanded it. 

There would be daily times for religious observance, too, and for 
the nobility, at least, further opportunities for hunting, visiting be- 
hind doors, engaging in handiwork, and meal taking, together with at- 
tendance at weekly concerts and balls. The pleasures of gambling and 
drinking, and lovemaking, along with lighthearted and witty conver- 
sation, certainly focused attention. Those who lived after dark could af- 
ford candles and torches, and they decked themselves with jewels that 
sparkled in reflected light: in the sixteenth century, European jewel- 
ers had learned how to cut gems into facets. It is estimated that early 
in the reign of Louis XIII, the staffing of the royal households (king, 
queen, and queen mother), with their kitchens, halls, guardrooms, 
stables and kennels, courtyards, chapels, and rooms public and private 
employed well over two thousand people.” Such numbers do not count 
those serving in the royal government and armed forces, nor guests 
and visitors. When in the early 1560s the court set out for a long period 
of traveling through France, more than ten thousand people accom- 
panied the royal family.°* The greater nobles had comparable suites, 
and comparable governments and troops at arms, according to their 


rank and wealth. Lesser gentlemen and gentlewomen often attended on 
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the greats at public events or in the public rooms in their households, 
sharing information and rumor with one another, receiving the hospi- 
tality of their hosts and hostesses while also trying to earn their recog- 
nition and favor. 

Any routines were constantly interrupted by important days of the 
religious calendar and business year, memorial days such as birthdays 
and saint’s days, and even by changes in the weather and public events, 
whether executions or stage shows. Some events were unplanned, as 
when epidemic disease or armed conflict devastated a community, but 
others were occasions for lavish celebration. For instance, in 1612 Marie 
de Medici decided to commemorate the contracted double marriage 
negotiated between her family and Spain with magnificent gaieties, in- 
cluding jousts held at the Place Royale. Lists (double tracks down which 
men on horses carrying spears charged at each other) were constructed 
that stretched more than two hundred and forty feet, surrounded by 
platforms rising more than 12 feet in height to give spectators (esti- 
mated at ten thousand persons) a good view; in the middle stood a pavil- 
ion for Their Majesties, draped in the most expensive fabrics. The duc de 
Guise, the duc de Nevers, and the marquis de Bassompierre organized 
the action, which was made up of more than five hundred men and two 
hundred horses, all clothed and caparisoned in silver cloth and scarlet 
velvet. The jousting continued for three days, from nine in the morn- 
ing until six in the evening, followed each evening by artillery fire, fire- 
works, and allegorical processions. It cost each of the sponsors at least 
fifty thousand crowns: princely sums. The days afterward were occupied 
by balls, banquets, and tilting at the rings. Then the court moved on to 
Fontainebleau to receive the Spanish delegation with properly magnifi- 
cent entertainment there as well.5° 

Only the very great could sustain expenditures of this kind for long, 
despite the exploitation of their many estates, without resorting to war- 
time seizure or profiteering. Consequently, the oppression of ordinary 
people in the period has become famous, and the "population decline" 
in many parts of seventeenth-century Europe is simply an abstract 


way of referring to a collective phenomenon that at a personal level 
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was terrifying, with more children and adults dying miserably than in- 
fants surviving. What was once called “the crisis of the seventeenth cen- 
tury” has recently been expanded into a vision ofa period of worldwide 
catastrophe. While central Europe would be especially hard-hit by the 
Thirty Years War, France was traumatized by continued conflict between 
various nobles and the king, fierce continuing religious warfare, and 
frequent desperate uprisings. 

An example of the consequences of war and disease can be found 
in a letter from France written by the famous physician and anatomist 
William Harvey, who late in the summer of 1630 was accompanying one 
of the English king’s young favorites, the Duke of Lennox, from Dieppe 
to Aubigny before heading on to Paris. In his letter Harvey makes a 
dark joke about being unable to find even “a dog, crow, kite, Raven, or 
any bird, or anything to anatomize” in a bleak landscape. Everything 
had been eaten up. The sentence continues with a chilling remark: here 
there were “only some few miserable people, the relics of the war & the 
plague, where famine had made anatomies before I came.” Cannibal- 
ism? (It was known.) Sadly, “It is scarce credible in so rich, populous 
& plentiful countries as these were that so much misery, desolation & 
poverty & famine should [occur] in so short a time as we have seen.” 
He thought that France could not go on in this way, for “it is time to 
leave fighting when there is nothing to eat, nothing to be kept & gotten,” 
nothing but robbery?! Perhaps he exaggerated. But on occasions when 
Louis XIII was told about the condition of his people, he sometimes fell 
to weeping. What could he do? The sinews of power, both armies and 
public display, required coercion and money, his debts were huge, and 
so his tax farmers had to search under every bed to find every penny. 
Almost no one lived in ease and comfort, with even the greatest scram- 
bling for the next chance. 

In such a world Descartes was unusual in apparently remaining 
masterless for most of his life. But masterlessness was a rare condition 
even among lesser nobles, for not serving someone of greater rank or 
means in person or through officeholding threatened vulnerability and 


poverty. Descartes’s reported absences from his friends may, then, have 
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to do not only with traveling with the court and taking a law degree in 
Poitiers — which he kept so close that Baillet did not know of it—but 
with his attempts to get ahead by cultivating possible patrons. We know 
that about the time of his return to Paris, Descartes also became close to 
Claude Mydorge; Baillet says that they were "inseparable."9? Ten years 
older than Descartes, Mydorge was one of the royal judges (conseillers) 
in the high court of the Grand Châtelet. Mydorge's father held positions 
in Paris similar to Descartes's father in Rennes, while his wife, Made- 
moiselle de la Haye— carrying the same name as the town where Des- 
cartes was born— was daughter of one of the most senior civil servants 
of the crown (a member of the court of auditors) and sister of the French 
ambassador to Constantinople. Mydorge himself later rose higher into 
the ranks of monarchical government, but he has come down to pos- 
terity asoneofthe foremost mathematicians ofthe period. One can well 
imagine that given their similar social backgrounds, the older judge, 
Mydorge, was acting as a friend and mentor to the newly graduated 
lawyer. Perhaps he also stimulated a serious early interest in mathe- 
matics in his young companion. Descartes's absences from his other 
friends might therefore be well explained by his attentions to Mydorge. 
If through such personal patronage he also hoped to gain a position in 
the administration of the realm, that might explain why he was so dis- 
creet with his friends about how he was spending his time. 

Or perhaps he was quietly making friends in many places. Baillet 
writes that this was the time that Descartes met the friar Marin Mer- 
senne, with whom he would correspond frequently in later years. There 
are problems with this, however: Mersenne had also attended La Fléche 
but, being eight years older, probably had little to do with the younger 
student at school. Moreover, Mersenne had joined the Minim Friars in 
1611 and between 1614 and 1618 was teaching in Nevers, causing later 
biographers to be doubtful about his meeting Descartes in Paris (al- 
though he could have visited from time to time). There is no reason to 
assume that they became well acquainted during Descartes's first resi- 
dence in Paris. 


More likely, the period saw the beginning of Descartes's friendship 
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with Guez de Balzac, later known as an important literary figure and a 
rare early correspondent of his. Balzac also came from the same social 
rank as Descartes —a family with claims to nobility but more like gentil- 
hommes (gentlemen) in daily life—had been educated in a Jesuit col- 
lege (in Poitiers), and was almost exactly the same age. They also had 
friends in common. By the end of the summer of 1615, Balzac had re- 
turned to Paris from The Netherlands, where he had gone with the poet 
and playwright Théophile de Viau after meeting Théophile’s troupe of 
players. His experience there may also have been what soon encouraged 
Descartes to head north, too. 

While Mydorge understood officeholding Paris well, Balzac would 
have been a conduit to even higher reaches of society. Balzac’s family 
was in the service of Jean Louis de Nogaret de La Valette, duc d'Épernon, 
a powerful nobleman on excellent terms with the queen regent and her 
allies. D'Épernon is sometimes accused of involvement in a conspiracy 
leading to Henri IV's assassination, but he was certainly one of Marie 
de Medici's strongest defenders in its aftermath, when she was striving 
to be accepted as the queen regent. In 1619 he would protect her fur- 
ther by freeing her from house arrest, making negotiations between 
her and her son possible. Those negotiations were carried out in An- 
gouléme in the residence of the duc's principal secretary, Balzac's father. 
The younger Balzac himself entered the duke's service in 1618 and would 
take up his pen on behalf of d'Épernon to paper over the duc's actions 
on behalf of the queen mother so as to return him to the good graces of 
the king.“ Balzac is therefore likely to have been a helpful intermedi- 
ary to the greats, introducing Descartes to the kind of circles around the 
queen regent who might have found a use for a discreet and talented 


young nobleman. 


Libertine Paris 


Baillet simply refers to Descartes's friends and their divertissements. 


But if Descartes was associated with Balzac at the time, as is likely, it 
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would also place the young Descartes in the circle around Marie le Jars 
de Gournay, Montaigne’s literary executor. She inherited the great 
Montaigne’s library and in turn left it to François La Mothe Le Vayer, 
who was not only an advocate in the parlement of Paris but one of the 
most famous of the libertins érudits (erudite libertines) as well. (He in 
turn married Mydorge’s niece.59) Gournay herself employed her pen 
on behalf of Henri IV and Marie de Medici, and she would continue to 
do so for their successors until her death in 1645 at the age of seventy- 
nine. On many afternoons some of the most distinguished intellectuals 
ofthe period would climb the steep and narrow stairs to her third-floor 
rooms: the informal male academies that were beginning to appear on 
the scene often met in their hosts' libraries, whereas the less formally 
educated women hosted their guests in salons or even in their personal 
rooms. Gournay was on good terms with Théophile, and also with 
Balzac, who later engaged in a misogynist attack on one of her rivals, 
Charlotte des Ursins, vicomtesse d'Auchy (the mistress of the writer 
François de Malherbe).$? There are certainly echoes of Montaigne in 
Descartes's later published works, not only in general ways such as his 
use of doubt and of the first person singular to explore and explain his 
world (and his refusal to become engaged in controversies about reli- 
gious doctrine) but also in a passing reference to the cultures of canni- 
bals and of China in his Discours that reminds one of Montaigne's fa- 
mous comments on the dignity of other cultures.$? Descartes is known 
to have been keen on poetry and literature. In later life he also happily 
accepted women as his intellectual equals. It is very possible, then, that 
the young Descartes attended Gournay's salon with Balzac. 

Descartes's connection with Balzac would also place Descartes among 
the young libertines of Paris. The word libertine meant "freethinker," al- 
though for critics it implied a life free from the strictures of any moral 
rules other than those for which a natural basis could be found: that 
is, many observers considered libertines irreligious and immoral. Yet 
both libertine ideas and behavior were common in Paris at the time. 


Even the model of courtliness, Amadis of Gaul, is full of knights bash- 
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ing one another to pieces, secret potions and dark forests, people who 
turn out to be other than they appear, and beautiful women happy to 
indulge in mutual delight with their champions; there are many solemn 
vows, but there is hardly a priest or cross in sight, and no theological 
discussion. The fondness in the period for classical literature, particu- 
larly Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Homer’s epics, and Virgil’s account of the 
aftermath of the fall of Troy, also reinforced a sense that virtuous be- 
havior could be found in many people, not only among the right kind 
of Christians. La Mothe Le Vayer’s Vertu des payens (On the Virtue of the 
Pagans, 1641) not only refused to condemn Socrates or Plato to the hell- 
fires but expressed admiration for Confucius as well. And for those who 
were wary of worldly entanglements, neo-Stoic ethics were sweeping 
through Europe at the time, teaching that the chief goal of life, tran- 
quility of mind (apatheia), could best be achieved by treating good and 
bad fortune as accidents to be overlooked rather than rewards or pun- 
ishments to be grasped.” None of these moral views concerned them- 
selves with the afterlife. 

But Descartes himself would later condemn Stoic apatheia as well as 
the methods used by the Stoics to “conquer” the passions.” That would 
seem to place him among the followers of the materialistic philoso- 
phy of Epicurus, then flourishing thanks to the profound and wide in- 
fluence of the great poem of his Roman follower Lucretius, De rerum 
natura (On the Nature of Things). Epicureanism taught that full accep- 
tance of the world and its pleasures and pains provided a better model 
for moral behavior than renunciation.”” Freethinkers sometimes also 
accepted that it was moral to go beyond dissimulation to pretense, say- 
ing what you really wished in private but in public saying and behaving 
according to who was listening"? While the opponents of Epicurean- 
ism argued that it taught nothing but an immoral pursuit of pleasure, 
its supporters found in its fundamental concern with the avoidance of 
pain a naturalistic foundation for ethical discipline and justice7^ Even 
followers of Aristotle could become powerful advocates of materialism, 


as at the University of Padua, where the sixteenth-century philosopher 
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Pietro Pomponazzi promoted such views even though they could not 
offer reasons for the existence of an immortal soul, that problem being 
something for faith and religion rather than philosophy, he said. One 
of Pomponazzi’s materialist successors, Cesare Cremonini, openly de- 
clared that the soul died with the life of the body. Balzac would write of 
“le grand Cremonin.”” 

Materialism implicitly undermined not only many tenets of Chris- 
tian doctrine but also occultism and witchcraft. Giambatista della Porta 
wrote of “natural magic,” but new philosophers like him explained the 
strange operations of nature as due to hidden or yet unknown causes 
rather than to the intervention of spirits or demons, much less the devil. 
Pomponazzi, for instance, condemned the prosecution of witches. 
Johann Weyer, physician to the Duke of Cleves, explained that even 
those people who freely confessed to witchcraft (the lamiae) were suffer- 
ing from delusions, quoting Erasmus at length on “ecclesiastical gentle- 
ness" to advocate healing in such cases rather than punishment.”* The 
nearby region of The Netherlands would be one of the first to suppress 
the prosecution of witches.” Descartes himself seems to have had re- 
lationships with the ruling family of the duchy of Lorraine, which was 
one of the hot spots for witch hunting, but the ducal family seems to 
have had nothing to do with the persecutions.’ 

In his own writings Descartes would retain a disciplined and mean- 
ingful silence on anything pertaining to belief in the active power of 
evil. He did famously evoke a “malicious demon of the utmost power 
and cunning" when describing how he might imagine that the things he 
knew about the world were merely delusions or dreams "devised to en- 
snare my judgement." But he makes it plain that this is a kind of literary 
device, a self-willed investigation of his own mind to explore the limits 
of doubt, not something that could be real. "In this human life we are 
often liable to make mistakes about particular things, and we must ac- 
knowledge the weakness of our nature.” Yet "the exaggerated doubts" of 
his exercise "should be dismissed as laughable,” he wrote in his Medita- 


tions. The purpose was to show that "no sane person" ever doubted that 
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“there really is a world, and that human beings have bodies and so on,” 
all derived from God's creation.’ If God acted according to natural law 
alone, making the actions of arbitrary or evil spirits inadmissible, then 
demonic imaginings were due simply to inattention, error, or deliber- 
ate fiction. The latter possibility would not amuse many sincere believ- 
ers, but eventually the refusal of learned judges to consider accusations 
of witchcraft in their courts would snuff out the imprisonments, brutal 
tortures, and grisly executions that marked the craze.*° 

The chief purveyor of ideas for the esprits forts (strong spirits), as 
they called themselves, was Giulio Cesare Vanini, who spoke for ma- 
terialist Epicureanism in the France of Descartes’s youth. Vanini had 
been a priest, was expelled from orders, and was received back into the 
Catholic Church before fleeing to Lyon and Paris to avoid the Inquisi- 
tion. Finding refuge in the household of the grand François de Bassom- 
pierre—not only a libertine but a good friend of the young king and 
Marie de Medici — Vanini felt confident enough to publish his two major 
works, the Amphitheatrum (Amphitheater, 1615) and the even more radi- 
cal De admirandis naturae (The Marvels of Nature, 1616). By quoting at 
length from many diverse ancient and Christian authors, ventriloquiz- 
ing their words to advance his own views —he would, for instance, give 
in detail an argument of an atheist and then conclude by saying that he 
had refuted it elsewhere (when he had not) — Vanini raised doubts about 
the existence of divine providence. That led by implication to the re- 
jection of miracles and the immortality of the soul, even the authority 
of scripture. Among his further conclusions were that “Nature is God," 
that human behavior is environmentally determined so that sin is a 
product of poor health, and that humans have emerged from nature 
andare no more than animals responding to the world via their senses.” 
To his freethinking friends he was a pitiless enemy of taboos, prejudice, 
and dogma. Recent studies of Vanini's life and work insist that he was 
neither an atheist, nor philosophically innovative, nor even a martyr to 
philosophy, but that he was a person of great learning with a refined and 
captivating way of speaking, and one of the more important voices in 


France of the school of Padua.*” 
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But many considered Vanini and other intellectual libertines to be 
leading their sheep toward atheism. Even the great Erasmus could be 
condemned by the conservatives as “a falcon of atheism” for writing 
about the similarities among religions. There were also rumors of a 
treatise circulating underground called “The Three Impostors,” which 
argued that Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad —like some of the pagans be- 
fore them — had tricked their followers into believing in their religious 
teachings as a way of seizing worldly power. When the anti-Aristotelian 
Dominican Tommaso Campanella was imprisoned by the Inquisition 
in 1595, one of the lines of questioning put to him by his torturers was 
whether he had authored that infamous work: he replied that it had 
been circulating for thirty years before he was born (putting it back to 
before 1540).** Other rumors associated the work's origins with the great 
twelfth-century Andalusian anti-Aristotelian philosopher known in 
Europe as Averroes (ibn Rušd); or his somewhat younger contemporary, 
the Holy Roman emperor Frederick II; or the fourteenth-century poet, 
Boccaccio; or the infamous early sixteenth-century Niccoló Machia- 
velli; or the printer, Étienne Dolet (burned at the stake in Paris in 1546); 
or the Aragonese Michael Servetius (burned at the stake in Geneva 
in 1553); or the ex-Capuchin monk, Bernardino Ochino (who died in 
Moravia in 1564 while fleeing persecution). We only have good evidence 
for the book's existence from the later seventeenth century, when the 
basic premise that religion was simply an empty but necessary political 
tool came to be associated with such "atheists" as Thomas Hobbes and 
Baruch Spinoza. But one of Descartes's mathematical friends, Claude 
Hardy, was reported to have held in his hands a printed copy of De Tribus 
impostoribus sometime earlier. 

At the time of Descartes's arrival in Paris, then, philosophical liber- 
tinism and purported atheism were sweeping through France, upset- 
ting the authoritarians. It was not the kind of movement that agreed on 
acommon set of teachings but instead took critique of received opinion 
as its most important strategy, coupled with methods of hiding one's 
true views because of the dangers of speaking otherwise? Because one 


could speak honestly only with a few trusted friends behind doors, radi- 
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cal free thought often held common opinion in contempt, but in Paris a 
general libertinism in thought and behavior was common among those 
of Descartes's status.” 

The mood in Paris would change. Following the seizure ofthe throne 
in 1617 by the devout Louis XIII — to which we will come in a moment— 
a period of powerful cultural reaction set in, with many of the leaders of 
the libertines being slandered, prohibited from speaking or publishing, 
or even threatened with their lives and liberty. Mersenne was among 
the many who wrote against them to bring France back to the true faith, 
later declaring that Paris was threatened by fifty thousand atheists.58 
Vanini himself was arrested in 1618 by the city government of Toulouse 
and charged with atheism, blasphemy, impieties, and other crimes, one 
of which was "bringing to light again the book intitled ‘Of the Three Im- 
postors.'"*? His execution on February 9, 1619, proceeded by tying him 
to the stake, cutting out his tongue, strangling him with a cord, and 
burning his body so as to scatter his ashes to the winds (to prevent his 
resurrection at the end-time). Witnesses differed as to whether he died 
a screaming coward or a self-possessed gentleman, although they all 
remarked on the unusually strong bellowing he gave out when he re- 
fused to offer up his tongue voluntarily and the executioner seized it 
with tongs and sliced it from his jaw. In 1623, proceedings would also 
be launched against Balzac's friend Théophile for obscenity and blas- 
phemy. He would be burned in effigy but later spend two years in prison 
before living his last under the protection of Henri II, duc de Mont- 
morency, an associate of Gaston d'Orléans? In a lesser but important 
action at the time, Descartes would defend Balzac himself from charges 
of immorality, acting as his champion. 

But that was yet to come. In 1616, no one could see such a turn ahead. 
Balzac was certainly an Epicurean at the time?! And Balzac in turn had 
been close to Théophile, one of the intellectual leaders among the young 
libertines of the court, who published poetry that verged on the porno- 
graphic??? Descartes himself must have known all about the scandalous 


poet since not only had Balzac spent several years traveling with him 
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but yet another of Descartes’s intimate friends, the abbé Claude Picot, 
was close to one of Théophile’s lovers, another poet (and former class- 
mate of Descartes), Jacques Vallée, sieur des Barreaux. Among other 
matters, Théophile and Barreaux discussed the philosophy of Pietro La 
Sena, a true atheist.” Théophile’s Le Cabinet satyrique (The Cabinet of a 
Satyr, 1618), reprinted five times, would later be pointed out as a promi- 
nent example of obscenity and blasphemy. A copy given to Queen Anne 
by Marie de Rohan was said to have led the former to become a flirt? 
The one passage of poetry quoted by Descartes in his letters is from 
Théophile.’ 

For the moment, Descartes lived enjoyably among his friends, many 
of them libertine, probably visiting Gournay’s salon, consulting with 
Mydorge, and seeking possible patrons among the rulers of the nation. 
He was keeping his options open. But in seeking a patron, Descartes was 
entering the rough and tumble of deadly earnest struggles for power. 
His hopes would soon be dashed through no fault of his own. 


A Political Education 


In Baillet’s account, the narrative pauses following his comments about 
Descartes’s early period in Paris, and he begins a new chapter. He re- 
calls the political struggles of the day, which amounted to a period of 
continuing struggle for influence. The arrest of the Prince de Condé in 
September 1616 had been only the most dramatic. According to Baillet, 
Descartes had to be careful not to appear to be a partisan of the maré- 
chal D'Ancre, who was opposed by a number of the greats.?* Baillet fur- 
ther editorializes that serving among the opponents of the king would 
have been dishonorable. Descartes therefore thought of taking service 
with one of the king's close allies, either the duc de Guise or the comte 
d'Auvergne, but finally decided on leaving and joined the army of Prince 
Maurits in the Dutch Republic. What Baillet is gesturing at — somewhat 
misleadingly by referring to the king—is that the young Descartes was 


seeking to serve one of the nobles near the heart of the royal court, then 
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led by Her Majesty the Queen Regent, Marie de Medici, ruling in the 
name of Louis. Marie identified with a former queen of France, Blanche 
of Castile, who had held the kingdom until her son came of age (he 
became known as Saint Louis): she had Blanche’s portrait installed in 
her rooms and stated that her own son would be like that earlier holy 
king?" But her son was about to topple her regency in a bloody seizure 
of power. When he did, Descartes fled. 

The identities of the people Baillet mentions place Descartes in or 
near the governing elite. The person from whom he needed to keep his 
distance, the maréchal D'Ancre, is better known as Concini, a nobleman 
of Florence who had come to France with Marie de Medici and risen to 
great state due to her favors. It was commonly supposed that Concini 
had secured her patronage by marrying the chief of her suite of ladies- 
in-waiting, her most intimate confidante since childhood, Leonora Dori 
(known as Galigai). Concini had subsequently bought his way into the 
French nobility by purchasing the marquisate of Ancre, and in 1613 the 
queen had handed him the baton of a marshal of France (chief military 
commander), hence the titles by which Baillet names him. Concini had 
in effect become the regent's second in command, and possibly her de 
facto husband as well. Many of the great nobles despised him as an up- 
start who was ruining the kingdom for his own selfish ends. If Baillet 
says that Descartes had to be careful not to appear to be one of Con- 
cini's men, he may be suggesting that some people had suspicions that 
he was one. The implication of Baillet's report is that in seeking a posi- 
tion with the crown, Descartes had made himself known to some of the 
powerful, but given the circumstances, he needed to proceed with the 
utmost caution. 

To avoid direct association with Concini, the young Descartes 
thought of serving with one of the other great nobles. One was the 
comte d'Auvergne: this would be Charles de Valois, better known by the 
title of duc d'Angoulême (a title he received later, in 1619). Charles was 
of royal blood, illegitimate son of King Charles IX and half-brother to 
Catherine de Balzac d'Entragues, Henri IV's most powerful mistress. 


(She had received a written promise of marriage from the king that was 
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set aside for political reasons when Henri wed Marie de Medici in 1600.) 
Catherine had regained Henri’s intimacy in 1604 and then plotted with 
her brother to obtain a declaration that one of her sons by Henri would 
succeed to the kingdom rather than Marie’s eldest son Louis. For this 
conspiracy Charles was sentenced to death, but the sentence was com- 
muted by Henri to life in prison. Charles had recently gained his lib- 
erty (in June 1616) by obtaining the favor of the queen regent. His and 
Descartes’s paths would also cross from time to time during the next 
decade, especially in Germany but also at La Rochelle, where he ini- 
tially commanded the royal army that the city fired on. Afterwards he 
continued to serve Richelieu loyally and led the French occupation of 
Lorraine. It would not be the relationship of a lifetime for Descartes, but 
in politics, even a few months can be transformative. 

The other possibility was serving the duc de Guise, related to the 
Valois and whose interests seem to run through most of Descartes’s 
early life. Baillet is strangely ambiguous here—perhaps deliberately — 
since the title might refer to either of two brothers, sons of the famous 
duke and great military commander who had headed the Catholic 
League during the religious wars in France in the later sixteenth cen- 
tury. The numerous members of the Guise family originated from the 
independent principality of Lorraine, at the time nominally subordi- 
nate to the Holy Roman emperor. But from the early sixteenth cen- 
tury the family had also come to serve the neighboring dynasty, the 
Valois, and had been awarded the French title of duc de Guise by Fran- 
cois I. One of them, Marie, married into the royal house of Scotland, 
and by King James V had a daughter also named Mary; Mary Stuart was 
in turn raised at the court of France, becoming the wife of King Fran- 
cois II and after his early death returning to Scotland to take up her posi- 
tion as Mary Queen of Scots, having a child of her own. Since the king 
of England descended from her line, the Guises were considered close 
cousins of both the rulers of France and of England. They were one of 
the most powerful families of Europe. 

Despite the policies of his father, late in the sixteenth century Guise’s 
eldest son, Charles, had helped secure the French throne for Henri IV 
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in return for a huge sum of money and the governorship of Provence. 
He came to hold the position of grand master of France —head of the 
king’s household—and he was a firm supporter of Henri's widow, Marie, 
the queen regent. His mother, Catherine of Cleves, was one of Marie 
de Medici’s most trusted ladies and would later loyally follow her into 
exile at Blois. Charles also became very friendly with the king’s younger 
brother, Gaston. But there is no evidence of Descartes’s path deliber- 
ately crossing the duke’s, while Charles had been an enemy of Balzac’s 
patron, d’Epernon, in 1595. So it is unlikely that he is the person meant 
by Baillet. 

More probably, then, Baillet meant to refer to Claude de Guise, 
also known as Claude de Lorraine, prince of Joinville, more commonly 
known by the title he was granted by the ten-year-old Louis in 1612, duc 
de Chevreuse. Chevreuse long continued as one of Louis XIII’s favor- 
ites. He also later acted as Charles of England’s proxy at his wedding to 
Henrietta Maria and headed the delegation that brought her to London, 
becoming a knight of the garter before his return. In 1622 he accepted 
the hand of Marie de Rohan in marriage; one of his younger sisters, the 
Princess de Conti, became another favorite of Queen Anne. Given Bail- 
let’s comment about how Descartes wished to join the king’s troops, and 
Chevreuse’s close relationship with Louis, he is the most likely candi- 
date. In either case, Baillet associates Descartes with a lineage connected 
to Lorraine, and to Marie de Rohan, which helps explain some events 
in his future. 

Perhaps a further hint lies in the later report by Descartes's friend 
and patron, Le Vasseur, that in the mid-1620s Descartes wore clothes of 
green taffeta.” Green was also the color in which Queen Anne of Aus- 
tria dressed the men of her household, and the color worn by Gaston 
d'Orléans? In the later 1620s, many friends of Descartes would be in 
the circle around Gaston — and in 1632 Gaston secretly married into the 
house of Lorraine over his brother's objections. In later years, after Des- 
cartes's death, the name of Anne, as queen regent of France (and mother 
of the future king Louis XIV) featured prominently on Descartes's tomb 


in Stockholm.^? In 1666 she sent one of her trusted confidants to Stock- 
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holm to recover Descartes’s body and bring it back for burial in his be- 
loved Paris: that was done under the watchful eyes of Hugues de Ter- 
lon, a knight of Saint John. Anne also avidly collected holy relics, and 
although Terlon was allowed to keep Descartes’s right index finger, he 
may have done so to pass it to her, since it does not figure in the register 
of his possessions at his death.’ If, as is probable, Descartes later came 
to be a supporter of Anne of Austria or Gaston, that may well have been 
facilitated by the connection established in 1616-17 when he sought a re- 
lationship with one of the ducs de Guise, especially if it were Chevreuse, 
since his wife, Marie de Rohan, later actively plotted against Richelieu 
on behalf of her intimates Gaston and Anne. Such connections would 
explain Descartes’s break with his father at the time of the execution of 
the comte de Chalais. The house of Lorraine had deep interests in the 
empire, too, where Descartes would be found in the early 1620s. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Whatever the details— which 
might one day be recovered—Baillet indicates that Descartes was seek- 
ing patronage among some of the great nobles who were close to Marie 
de Medici and the young Louis, but who were not close to Concini. We 
also know that Descartes’s first period in Paris came to an end in the 
spring of 1617. As Baillet delicately puts it, an “accident” occurred at the 
end of April that dashed Descartes’s hopes for further advancement: 
Marie de Medici’s son seized power from his mother in a palace coup. 

Together with his favorite and lover, Charles d'Albert, duc de Luynes, 
Louis decided to get Concini out of the way. On the morning of April 
27, 1617, as Concini was making his way through a crowded room at the 
palace, the captain of the royal guards, the Baron de Vitry, informed him 
he was under arrest. When hands were laid on him, Concini shouted for 
help, at which point he was shot several times in the head and face and 
run through with swords; the mutilated body was stripped and hidden 
behind a staircase, and in the night it was secretly buried in a church 
under the organ. But a “mob” gained knowledge of where it was, broke 
into the church, dragged the body through Paris, and hung it by the 
feet on the Pont Neuf (which had been constructed by Henri IV), where 


they further desecrated the remains. Galigai, Concini’s wife and Marie 
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de Medici’s childhood friend, was also arrested, imprisoned, accused 
of sorcery, and beheaded and then burned in the Place de Grève. Marie 
de Medici’s palace guards were replaced by Vitry’s men. Distraught, 
and understandably feeling herself at risk, on May 3 the queen mother 
departed for the Chateau de Blois, where she would in effect continue 
under house arrest until fleeing with the help of D’Epernon. For the 
rest of her life, her relationship with her son would be fraught at best, 
despite several attempts to patch things up, with eventual death in im- 
poverished exile. All Concini’s rich estates in France and Italy ended up 
in the hands of the duc de Luynes. Concini’s supporters were attacked 
by mobs or banished. 

In this moment of deadly topsy-turvy, anyone who might be thought 
to have been a partisan of Concini’s, or even someone who had aimed 
for patronage from the queen regent and her noble supporters, had to 
be extremely cautious. A new regime was muscling in. Descartes left 
Paris immediately, more or less at the same time as the former queen 
regent. The great nobles who had supported Marie de Medici were out 
of favor and running for cover, while there was enough of a sugges- 
tion about how Descartes had even been one of Concini’s partisans for 
Baillet to have to deny it. Writing for readers who were living during 
the reign of Louis XIV, son of Louis XIII, Baillet would not have wished 
anyone to imagine that his subject had been caused any difficulties by 
the royal coup. As Baillet noted, that would imply disloyalty. He there- 
fore avoided any discussion of the consequences of the coup for a young 
man who had been seeking to advance among those around the queen 
regent. Instead, Baillet insisted that Descartes had already decided to 
seek service with Maurits of Nassau in The Netherlands and had even 
collected his baggage in anticipation of departure before the “accident.” 
The death of Concini simply did not change his resolution. Within a few 


days he was headed north.’ 


Dramatic events affect many people at once. Even a young would- 


be courtier such as Descartes, just turned twenty-one years old, was 
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touched by the coup and would have to seek his fortune elsewhere. 
Whatever the details of Descartes’s early connections and motivations, 
we can be sure that he had obtained an excellent education in the dan- 
gerous world of the French court. He was good at cards, but the hand 
he had been dealt would make for no easy game. It would cause him to 


remain on the move for the rest of his life, mainly abroad. 


PART 3 


Gearing Up for War 


Mathematical Inspirations 


His fortunes for the moment blocked in France, Descartes decided to 
learn the art of war, which was about more than the personal ability to 
fight. The nobles of the sword who ruled his country all had experience 
of military campaigning, as did most of their courtiers, and campaigns 
required engineers. The younger René could have joined one of the fac- 
tions fighting in France, but that would have committed him to a party 
at amoment when the future there was quite uncertain. His new friend 
Balzac had visited the Dutch Republic in recent years, and had much 
to say about it; it was then in a period of truce with Spain but had been 
fighting for decades to obtain and retain its independence from Madrid, 
so it was in the low countries where the latest methods of war had been 
developed to a high point. The French king Henri IV had concluded an 
alliance with the Dutch Republic (and England) in 1596, and nearby 
Lorraine had long-standing interests there, too. The sieur du Perron 
would therefore keep his options open and head north. Events and op- 
portunity would further conspire to maneuver him into the opening 
stages of the Thirty Years’ War, serving in part as a military engineer. 
Almost by accident, then, he also became an accomplished mathemati- 
cal practitioner. But he never abandoned his love for the true and imagi- 


native spirit of poets. 
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Breda 


Descartes set out to study the art of war. The seventeenth-century biog- 
rapher Adrien Baillet’s words are apprendre le métier de la guerre, and 
métier has an implication of a skill that employs knowledge.’ The word 
might have applied to learning the bodily skills of military drill, which 
were certainly complex, but Baillet more probably meant that Des- 
cartes intended to learn about the engineering-related skills necessary 
to large-scale armed conflict, for he immediately adds that the young 
man went to study under Maurits of Nassau, and he was renowned as 
one of the most successful generals of his generation because of his use 
of the latest technical methods in his campaigns.” In going to the Dutch 
Republic, Descartes would have been learning his métier with some of 
the best practical military mathematicians in Europe. 

He is known to have been at the main garrison of Breda, but per- 
haps he did not go there straightaway. Despite what Baillet wrote about 
how Descartes had determined on a plan to serve Maurits of Nassau, 
the elected commander in chief (stadholder) of the Dutch Republic—how 
Descartes had even packed his bags before Concino Concini’s assassina- 
tion in April 1617 — antiquarian researchers later discovered two baptis- 
mal certificates signed by Descartes at the end of the year, in Sucé, near 
Nantes, where his stepmother had a house? There is also a recorded 
comment Descartes made many years later to his Dutch friend Frans 
van Schooten, saying that he had lived in Breda for fifteenth months; if 
one knows the date he left Breda (which is contained in a letter he wrote 
to his friend Isaac Beeckman on April 29, 1619), that puts his arrival in 
the city as shortly after the New Year in 1618.* Coincidentally, in Feb- 
ruary 1618, Maurits finally inherited the title of Prince of Orange and 
Baron of Breda on the death of his brother, Philip William. The care- 
ful and knowledgeable Baillet says that Descartes wished to serve “le 
prince."^ 

It is therefore likely that following the coup in Paris, Descartes went 


to visit his father and family before making a decision about his next 


Gearing Up for War 75 


move. In accordance with French custom, Descartes would reach the 
age of his majority in March 1618; in July his older brother Pierre would 
obtain legal permission, with his father, to take over the estates that 
came down through their mother’s inheritance, including the seigneury 
of Perron, probably settling an income on René René probably needed 
to be assured in advance of means, and perhaps to arrange for transfers 
of money between someone along the French Atlantic seaboard and the 
Dutch Republic. Only then did he set out north. 

It is possible, too, that Joachim Descartes did his son the service 
of introducing him to Philippe de Béthune, comte de Selles. Béthune 
happened to be the younger brother of the famous politique, the duc 
de Sully, King Henri IV’s minister and the recorder of the story told 
in part 2 about the Spanish spy and the Descartes who was probably 
René’s father. Philippe de Béthune had converted to Catholicism but re- 
mained among the politiques, and he had represented France as ambas- 
sador to Rome from 1601 to 1605. He also happened to be the royal ad- 
ministrator (lieutenant général) of Brittany and governor of Rennes.” We 
can therefore assume that from his parliamentary activities, at least, 
Joachim Descartes knew Béthune; René’s path would cross Béthune’s 
several times in years to come; perhaps the father had presented his cul- 
tivated and ambitious son, recently in Paris, to the count. 

The next sign of René is from the Dutch Republic. It comes many 
months later, in an entry in the notebook of Isaac Beeckman on Novem- 
ber 10, 1618. Beeckman himself had arrived in Breda just three weeks be- 
fore then, after having taken his medical doctorate in Caen, in Brittany, 
but he would become an important figure in Descartes’s life. The entry 
records howa Frenchman from Poitou showed Beeckman an attempt to 
prove that a certain angle did not exist. Later entries make it clear that 
the person in question was the sieur du Perron, René Descartes? When 
they had first met we do not know, nor do we know how long before- 
hand Descartes had been resident in Breda. But November 10 is a firm 
date. 

Most of his biographers agree that Descartes probably went straight 
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from France to the chief military settlement of the army of the Dutch 
States General at Breda, where two French regiments were based be- 
cause of the alliance. Years later, according to another early biography, 
Descartes would sometimes show his friends a souvenir coin he kept, 
which he had taken in payment for military service. (Following Roman 
tradition, such a coin was termed a solde, which gives us “soldier.”) But 
the coin he kept was reportedly a Spanish gold doubloon, more likely 
to have been used by the imperial troops with whom he later served 
than by the States Army of the Dutch Republic, which paid in silver? 
Most likely, then, Descartes was in Breda as a gentleman volunteer, as 
was common for his social rank, serving at his own expense and acting 
as he thought best under the leadership of the general in charge rather 
than taking orders from anyone else. Early in the twentieth century 
Gustave Cohen investigated the archival sources related to the French 
regiments, and he did not find Descartes on their rolls. Descartes him- 
self would write a note to his mentor, Isaac Beeckman, describing him- 
self as “without occupation or office," which certainly implies that he 
had not enlisted." 

Perhaps, then, he had not formally joined the French regiments 
after all. Baillet himself states that Descartes served with Prince Mau- 
rits. If so, that would have given him a chance to learn about armies 
on the move rather than in camp despite the ongoing truce with the 
Spaniards. Descartes said something about it many years later, when he 
was sharply criticized by Dutch opponents in Leiden and pushed back 
by claiming that he had carried arms to help the Dutch keep out the 
Spanish Inquisition." The French also certainly objected to the Inquisi- 
tion: its remit did not run on their territories. But if Descartes "carried 
arms" in this way, he could only have been saying that he had helped 
the prince's forces maintain order in the Dutch Republic at the time, 
reminding his opponents of the common Dutch opinion that the Span- 
iards would have taken over through subversion had it not been for the 
troops of the prince. 


In fact, when Descartes arrived in the United Provinces, the coun- 
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try was torn by a conflict that verged on civil war. The political struggle 
pitted the urban magistrates who thought of their polity as a patrician 
republic led by themselves against those who thought that only a strong 
prince could unite the factions within their state and advance their cause 
abroad. Such conflicting opinions had come to a boil in 1617-18 because 
of a theological dispute over free will. Attempts were made to require 
all ministers to publicly support the stern declaration of Calvinist faith, 
the Confessio Belgica, which declared that personal salvation is predes- 
tined by the grace of God rather than by freely performed good works. 
But a powerful group objected to the political attempt to impose such 
a theology on all, both because of concerns of compelling consciences 
and because many of them held a less-deterministic view about salva- 
tion. These Remonstrants (so called because they had “remonstrated” 
against the ordinance) were supported by the most powerful member of 
the States General of the United Provinces, Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, 
who was backed by the legal-political theorist Hugo Grotius, sometimes 
considered the founder of international law. On the other side were the 
Counter-Remonstrants, a group eager for clear and precise theological 
definitions to determine office, so that anyone with views that might 
be considered sympathetic to Catholic opinion about free will would be 
excluded from power. The Counter-Remonstrants were supported by 
many of the nobility along with the urban militias and guildsmen who 
thought of Rome as working tirelessly with Spain to undermine their 
liberties by secret plots. 

The disputes had been growing since 1610, but at the end of 1616 
and beginning of 1617, the “mobs” often allied themselves with the 
Counter-Remonstrants against the urban patricians. Economic stresses 
had caused generalized social unrest to break out in many places, but 
the theological divisions gave them an ideological edge. To protect their 
own interests, then, the magistrates authorized the raising of special 
municipal troops (the waardgelders), who swore allegiance to their pro- 
vincial governments instead of to the national States General. 


On the principle that there could be only one chain of com- 
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mand, Prince Maurits at last openly sided with the “patriot” Counter- 
Remonstrants. Over the course of the summer of 1618, he openly moved 
against Oldenbarnevelt’s party, marching the States’ army from city to 
city and forcing the waardgelders to lay down their arms, which also al- 
lowed Maurits to purge the urban governments of Remonstrants in 
favor of his own loyalists. Oldenbarnevelt and Grotius were arrested 
in August. In the spring of 1619, the distinguished Oldenbarnevelt was 
found guilty of treason; his head was cut off by the executioner soon 
thereafter. (Grotius was smuggled out of prison by his wife and would 
live out the rest of his life in exile.) In the meantime, Maurits allowed 
a national synod to be called to decide on the theological issues, which 
met in the capital of the province of Holland: it sat from November until 
May in Dordrecht (or “Dort”), the famous Synod of Dort that finally also 
declared in favor of the Counter-Remonstrants. 

Descartes’s known period of service in the Dutch Republic there- 
fore coincided with the period when Maurits was seizing power in alli- 
ance with the Counter-Remonstrants. Baillet later reviewed the nature 
of events at the time and remarked that Descartes could have served 
Maurits on his brief campaign but had instead remained in the Breda 
garrison.” But he did not know of Descartes’s later comment about 
helping to fight off the Spanish Inquisition. Descartes could have been 
speaking to his critics disingenuously, but if he had ever been caught 
in a lie, it would have made things even worse for him. He was prob- 
ably, then, reminding them of how he had taken up arms in their cause. 
That would mean that he had served among the troops who forcibly 
disbanded Oldenbarnevelt’s waardgelders. As a matter of fact, he appar- 
ently took their part, too. Descartes later told a student of philosophy 
that “after weighing the truth of the matter, the author finds himself in 
agreement with the [Counter-Remonstrants], rather than the [Remon- 
strants],” even though it was against what he had been taught by the 
Jesuits.? Perhaps he was merely speaking in the language of the student, 
but it indicates sympathy for the position of Maurits. When Descartes 
left The Netherlands, it would be on the verge of the conclusion of the 


Synod of Dort in favor of predestination. 
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Military Engineering 


But serving the prince at that moment does not mean that Descartes 
spent all of his time with hand on sword. He had gained experience with 
an army on the move, but by the latter part of 1618, with the Prince of 
Orange now secure and winter coming on, the French volunteer could 
seize the opportunities to comprehend the métier of war that were on 
offer in the heavily fortified country. That meant learning to handle the 
problems and instruments of practical mathematics, which flourished 
in The Netherlands (see fig. 7). 

By the time Descartes went north, the soldiers of the low countries 
had had more than four decades of almost continuous experience with 
war. It helped make them fine mathematicians. In France, around 1600, 
King Henri IV considered founding schools that would train the sons 
of the nobility in mathematics and fortification, probably prompting 
him to establish the collège (school) at La Flèche, among others. In Des- 
cartes’s own generation, however, the military instruction of the col- 
lège had not yet become strong; indeed, there is no evidence that he 
had much instruction in mathematics at all until after he left school. 
Some nobles —including the duc de Luynes— took a special interest in 
encouraging military engineers with their patronage. Descartes himself 
became well acquainted over the years with the three most prominent 
French military engineers of his time: the comte de Pagan, Pierre Petit, 
and Girard Desargues.” In the future, the French state would certainly 
prosper in part due to its engineers, one of whom (Napoleon) became 
emperor of all Europe. Elsewhere in Europe, too, men with the practi- 
cal scientific and engineering abilities necessary for gunpowder warfare 
could rise to great heights." But at the time, for an intending student 
of war, the best education was to be had in the low countries. There, a 
long and desperately fierce conflict — it would be called the Eighty Years' 
War had been taking place in a region so heavily urbanized that there 
was little room for a war of maneuver, which meant that war was waged 
at sea and overseas, and by siege. By necessity, the people of the low 


countries had learned how to excel in the business? The low countries 


Figure 7. Geometrical figures and assault on a fortress. Reprinted from Den Arbeid 
van Mars (Amsterdam: Jacob van Meurs, 1672). Courtesy of Anne S. K. Brown Military 
Collection, Hay Library, Brown University. 
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became the international nursery of war, where such people as the fa- 
mous French commander Turenne would learn his art. 

War making was not simply about organized violence. By the be- 
ginning of the seventeenth century it had become a complex applied 
science.” Its study focused on defensive bastions and offensive siege 
works, the lifting of great weights and the strength of materials, accu- 
rate surveying and measuring of heights and distances from afar, water- 
works and mining, and in general the application of the latest techno- 
logical devices and mathematical methods related to complex machines 
(from pulleys to mills) to solve physical problems. Such moves had be- 
come necessary from the later 1400s, when new methods for casting 
iron and bronze guns made it possible to produce canons of up to 35 
tons capable of firing two-hundred-pound balls long distances. If such 
weapons could be hauled into place, they could smash any medieval 
wall, as the Turks did at Constantinople. Refinements in the making of 
gunpowder soon made it possible to wreck the old curtain walls with 
smaller-bore guns, too. With the new technology of mobile artillery, 
the French swept through the castellated cities of Italy in 1494-98.” The 
architectural response was the “trace italienne,” a strategy for design- 
ing defensive walls that could withstand bombardment. The walls were 
relatively low, wide, sloped, and stone-faced, laid out in a star-shaped 
pattern to offer attacking guns only angled surfaces that would deflect 
fired missiles. Backed by great earth-filled ramparts onto which defen- 
sive canons could in turn be lifted, and ditches and dikes out front, the 
new defensive structures required attackers to approach with angled 
trenches and complicated mechanical siege engines, or to mine under- 
neath the walls so as to set off an explosion that would create a gap 
through which soldiers could pour?! In the 1570s and 1580s, Adriaen 
Anthonisz of Alkmaar, known as Metius, constructed new-style de- 
fenses (fig. 8) for a number of northern Dutch cities that added water- 
works to the bastions, developing what became known as the Old-Dutch 
system of fortification. 


The resources required for mounting both offensive and defensive 
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Figure 8. Idealized assault on new-style fortifications (note battery, center right, supported 
by entrenchments, demolishing a bastion). Reprinted from Hans van Schille, Form vnd Weis 
zu Bauwen, Zimmern, Machen (Antwerp: Gerardum de Jode, 1580). Courtesy of Anne S. K. 
Brown Military Collection, Hay Library, Brown University. 


war became astronomical. But the methods of both attack and defense 
required exact engineering and quickly calculated responses by com- 
petent experts. The officers in turn needed to know not only how to 
work with weights and machines, as well as technical drawing, per- 
spective, and the appropriate methods and devices to measure volumes 
(stereometry), but also how to use the mathematical instruments re- 
quired for surveying, cartography, and gunnery. From before Leonardo 
da Vinci's time, humanist writers had argued that learning how to draw 
in three-dimensional perspective (disegno) was not only important for 
the cultivation of the mind but also “very necessary, as much in this 
profession of fortification as in all the other arts."?? For naval warfare, 
which used wind to float batteries of artillery from place to place on the 
water, navigation was a further requirement.? Mathematics was even 
transforming swordplay, with geometrical methods of fencing coming 
to the fore, and we know that at the end of his life Descartes left behind 
a treatise on fencing that has since gone missing.”* 

The person who advised Prince Maurits most closely on many of his 
engineering projects was the famous Simon Stevin, perhaps now best 
known for popularizing the use of decimals as a substitute for fractions. 
By the time of Descartes’s arrival, Stevin was about seventy years old, 
but he remained nominally in charge of the engineers of the French 
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regiments serving the Dutch Republic?? Stevin had become closely as- 
sociated with Maurits around 1590 after already making a reputation 
for designing all kinds of ingenious devices; he then became Maurits’s 
tutor on a wide range of practical subjects and on the uses of mathe- 
matics in their solution. For instance, Stevin taught Maurits how to use 
methods of double-entry bookkeeping for regularizing governmental 
accounts, arguably one of the most important innovations of the era. 
Most of the many works he printed were first composed for the prince, 
including his Sterctenbouwing (Stronghold Construction) of 1594, which 
codified what became known throughout Europe as the Dutch Forti- 
fication System? In 1600 Stevin and Maurits also turned a fencing 
academy at Leiden into the Duytsche Mathematique—the engineering 
school." It turned out several generations of practical engineers and 
political leaders who continued to use and promote mathematics. They 
helped develop, for instance, probability theory. And when campaigns 
were under way, Stevin was constantly at his prince's side.”® 

In fact, Maurits has often been credited with bringing a military 
revolution into being’ He introduced new kinds of military formations 
derived from Roman examples, which required a great deal of discipline 
and prior drill on the part of the soldiers: indeed, it may be that the most 
important innovation was causing the various kinds of soldiers to per- 
form their particular tasks in coordinated small units rather than act- 
ing en masse? Maurits also mixed musket with pike, armed his cavalry 
with wheel-lock pistols, made sure to have his soldiers paid regularly 
so as not to cause them to prey on civilian populations, and furthered 
many other innovations. He was not only an able commander but also 
an enthusiast for applying mathematics to solving all kinds of problems, 
apparently saying on his deathbed, when asked about his faith, that he 
believed that two and two were four. He knew as well as anyone that 
only careful preparation and planning, and proper materiel, permitted 
successful actions of valor. 

Descartes’s encounter with engineering would have a profound 
effect on his thinking! He even begins a well-known passage in his Dis- 


cours (1637) with a military example. In it, he explained why it is best to 
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build one’s thoughts afresh rather than to try to work with old ones. He 
was on his way back to the army at the beginning of winter, he writes, 


and 


Among the first thoughts occurring to me was that there is not 
usually so much perfection in works composed of several parts and 
produced by various different craftsmen as in the efforts of one man. 
Thus we see that bastions undertaken and completed by a single 
architect are usually more attractive and better planned than those 
which several have tried to patch up by adapting old walls built for 


different purposes.? 


The passage is even stronger if one remembers that in his day "works" 
often meant a fortification, or a part of it, as in "earthworks" or a “horn- 
work." “Bastions” (bastimens) refers to defensive fortifications, where 
any simple abutting of different constructions would be a place of weak- 
ness certain to be pummeled by the enemy's guns. Moreover, he goes 
on, "orderly towns" based on geometrical designs were being built 
anew in his day by "engineers." (He must have been thinking of newly 
built cities in colonial territories or such new European cities as Glück- 
stadt, or possibly even the new urban residential squares such as the 
Place Royale in Paris.) But even in older cities there “have always been 
certain officiers" whose job itis to make sure "that private buildings em- 
bellish public places.” From examples like these, “you will understand 
how difficult it is to make something perfect by working only on what 
others have produced.”** From such musings he drew the lesson that 
he should begin his own philosophy from his own first principles. Des- 
cartes's metaphor about starting afresh begins with a moment of re- 


flection after time serving with an army, thinking about fortifications. 


Meeting Isaac Beeckman 


Assuming that Descartes served Prince Maurits during the campaign- 


ing season of 1618 — perhaps he even caught sight of Stevin himself —he 
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must have returned to Breda after the summer action at the latest, for 
that was where he met Isaac Beeckman in early November. In the view 
of most commentators, this was the most important intellectual turning 
point in Descartes's life, for his new friend was not only an able mathe- 
matician adept at applying mathematics to solving physical problems 
but also an experimentalist, physician, and philosophical atomist. (Like 
Descartes, he also supported the Counter-Remonstrants.**) Together 
they worked out a number of problems, including the law of motion 
that now goes by the name of inertia. Descartes himself later wrote to 
Beeckman that “truly, you alone have roused me from my idleness and 
recalled to me what I had learned and already almost forgotten. When 
my mind had strayed so far from serious occupations, you led it back to 
better things. Therefore, if by chance I produce something of merit, you 
can rightfully claim it as yours."?$ 

An account of their first meeting was reported by Daniel Lipstorp, 
a native of Lübeck who probably had it from two of Descartes’s Dutch 
friends, Johannes de Raey and Frans van Schooten.” Lipstorp wrote that 
while in Breda, Descartes noticed that a mathematician had posted a dif- 
ficult problem in a public spot with an invitation to anyone to propose 
its solution. There were many private mathematical tutors in the period, 
and they often tried to attract pupils by advertising their superior abili- 
ties in this way, showing that they could solve difficulties no one else 
could? Descartes stopped to have a look, but “because he had arrived 
in the Netherlands only a short time before,” he could not understand 
the sheet well (the words being in Dutch) and asked for help in French or 
Latin. It was Beeckman who responded from the crowd. Descartes must 
have indicated that he knew the answer, for Beeckman in turn asked 
Descartes to write down his solution and bring it to him. Descartes later 
did so— just as Viéte had done some years before, Lipstorp adds — and 
earned Beeckman’s respect. So began the relationship. 

Several things are suggestive about this story. First is the compari- 
son to François Viéte, one of the most famous French mathematicians 
of the period: some consider him to be the inventor of symbolic alge- 


bra because of what he published in his Isagoge of 1591 for his pupil 
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Catherine de Parthenay.” The episode to which Lipstorp alludes is this: 
a well-known Dutch mathematician, Adriaan van Roomen, had cir- 
culated a difficult problem that no one else could solve; when the am- 
bassador from the Dutch States General was visiting the French king 
Henri IV, who was fond of expounding on the merits of his people, the 
Dutchman noted that none of the king’s subjects had yet been able to 
answer his own Van Roomen; Henri then asked Viéte, who was with him 
at Fontainebleau, to have a look, and he came and immediately gave an 
answer. Viéte soon became even more famous for solving an ancient dif- 
ficulty raised by Apollonius of Perga. 

Given this well-known story, the comparison between Viète and 
the young Descartes has made some commentators consider it to have 
been a model for the meeting rather than a report of what happened. 
Van Schooten, who may have told the story to Lipstorp, later edited the 
works of Viéte as well as Descartes, so the episode might hint that Van 
Schooten thought that Descartes was later walking closely in Viéte's 
footsteps without acknowledging his predecessor.*? But he might also be 
drawing our attention to their common backgrounds: both were from 
Poitou, both came from families of lawyers and merchants, both were 
known at the time by the titles of their siegneuries (in Viéte's case, seig- 
neur de la Bigotiére), and Viéte, like Descartes's father, served as a con- 
seiller in the parlement of Brittany in Rennes: perhaps the reputation of 
his father's colleague was even an inspiration to the young Descartes. 
Viéte spent much of his life living among, and serving, the monarchy 
and great nobles of France, including the Rohans." Like Descartes's 
father, Viéte even had experience with espionage, in his case decrypting 
a complex and “infallible” Spanish code in 1590.” The parallels are cer- 
tainly worthy of remark. 

But second, the story of the origin of the meeting of Descartes and 
Beeckman suggests that Descartes was looking for a mathematical tutor 
and that Beeckman was willing to help. Beeckman seems to have had a 
bit of time on his hands: he was in Breda to assist his uncle during the 


slaughtering season, as well as to court a young woman.“ He left Breda 
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at the end of 1618, only a few weeks after meeting Descartes, traveling 
thereafter for some time, presumably looking for a suitable place to set 
up practice as a physician.*^ (It would take Beeckman another year be- 
fore he found regular employment, as second to a friend in running the 
Latin school in Utrecht.*?) In the meantime, he might well have been 
willing to supplement his income by taking on pupils for tuition, just 
as he himself had first learned mathematics in a private three-month 
course.* The fact that in Lipstorp's account Beeckman steps forward 
from a crowd near a public notice about a mathematical problem sug- 
gests that he may have been keeping an eye out for clients; even more 
suggestive is his reported invitation to Descartes to write up his proof 
and bring it along to his address — which he gave him. It sounds as 
though he was at least open to taking on pupils. Soon after their meet- 
ing, Beeckman asked Descartes to compose his thoughts on music "for 
me" (mea gratia), indicating that he thought of himself as Descartes's 
mentor rather than simply his friend." That Descartes later prom- 
ised Beeckman to put his Mechanics or Geometry in order also implies a 
promise to sort out his notes from their time together.‘ 

Beeckman certainly had much to offer. He had prior experience with 
solving practical and technical problems and had worked in mathemat- 
ics and music as well, but his most advanced recent studies were con- 
cerned with the relationships between nature and the human body. Al- 
though we now often refer to this field of study as “medicine,” at the 
timeit was termed physique in French (physic in English), from the Greek 
word for nature, phusis; only in the nineteenth century would the word 
physics come into common currency to indicate a distinction between 
the study of nature and the study of bodies. Like others, then, Beeck- 
man “chose medicine as a way of studying nature systematically."*? It 
was probably from his medical studies that he became a confirmed sup- 
porter of the view that all natural things are composed of tiny physical 
particles.5° 

The other major topicon which Beeckman was writing in his journal 


at the time was related to the last corollary in his thesis — music— which 
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would be the subject of Descartes’s first formal piece of writing.” Since 
antiquity, music had been considered one of the mathematical sciences, 
but in Beeckman’s generation it was going through a revolution of new 
experimentation and theorizing about nonlinear proportions and dis- 
sonance, in which the Venetians Gioseffe Zarlino and his pupil, Vin- 
cenzo Galilei (father of Galileo Galilei), played an especially important 
part? These moves would lead to new manners of musical expression 
and form, as in that of Claudio Monteverdi. Beeckman had been work- 
ing on such problems himself. The treatise on music that Descartes sent 
to Beeckman on the last day of 1618—and which was published post- 
humously — shows the pupil to be knowledgeable about overtones and 
sympathetic vibration, for instance, which were quite cutting edge at 
the time, and it no doubt therefore owed a great deal to his mentor? But 
Beeckman was seeking both a place in the world and a wife. Although 
Descartes sent him the musical treatise on December 31, his teacher had 
already left Breda. Beeckman would receive his copy on January 2, 1619, 
on his way to his homeland of Zeeland.** 

A further indication of Descartes’s new interests is a manuscript he 
was preparing on hydrostatics that he mentioned in a letter to Beeck- 
man. It tried to give an explanation for a formal proof that had been 
stated by Stevin, and it involved the mechanics of the corpuscles that 
made up the fluid. It was probably inspired by Descartes’s conversations 
with Beeckman but would also have been in keeping with the epicurean 
atomism he had already encountered in Paris.” According to the frag- 
ments of Descartes’s writing that Baillet places in this period are a group 
under the heading of “Democritica” (no doubt referring to the ancient 
moral philosopher associated with Pythagoras), and a work on The Mind 
of Animals demonstrating how their knowledge is entirely a product of 
their physiology.5$ 

In other words, we may suppose that with the army now in winter 
quarters, Descartes took up the study of the art of war as practiced in 
the low countries and looked for help. At the time, soldiers and officers 


were quartered in the homes of townspeople (who charged the govern- 
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ment rent for the service), and they would have had much time on their 
hands, which Descartes put to good use. For a few weeks he had the 
help of an inspiring person, but Beeckman was quickly gone. At the end 
of the little musical treatise Descartes had written for him, Descartes 
rather plaintively noted that it had been composed “in the midst of tur- 
moil and uneducated soldiers, by a man... busy with entirely different 
thoughts and activities.” He soon immersed himself further in prac- 
tical studies. On January 24, 1619, he wrote to Beeckman that he was 
studying pictura (meaning disegno, or perspective drawing, important 
for mathematical practitioners as well as artists), military architecture, 
and “especially” the Dutch language. He apologized that these were not 
the kind of “elevated subjects” with which Beeckman usually occupied 
his mind, but they were useful.” The subject matter suggests that Des- 
cartes was busily at work studying the kind of topics taught in the engi- 
neering school at Leiden, which were delivered in the Dutch language 
(as were the textbooks produced to go with them), and which included 
perspective drawing. 

But success with the new mathematical engineering was not simply 
an intellectual problem. Years later Descartes would comment that 
mathematical knowledge "is not to be gleaned from books, but rather 
from actual practice and skill. The author [i.e., Descartes] had to teach 
himself the subject that way, since he had no books with him, and the 
results he obtained were very happy."?? Learning by practice and skill 
meant learning how to use instruments. Military engineers of the era 
were not only changing the face of battle but also developing the mod- 
ern ability to construct physical worlds by human design using mathe- 
matical tools. A famous example is Descartes's older contemporary, 
Galileo, who had begun by following in the footsteps of such artisan- 
engineers as Leonardo and Niccoló Tartaglia (perhaps best known now 
as the modern editor of Euclid). After obtaining the chair in mathe- 
matics at the University of Padua (in 1592), Galileo opened a workshop 
in his house to teach the use of machines within fortresses and to con- 


struct (and sell) mathematical instruments that would allow officers to 
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Illustrations of Devices from Tartaglia, 
Nova scientia (1558) 


And 


Upper right, Galileo's Military Compass 


Figure 9. Mathematical Instruments for military engineers, including Galileo's military 
compass. Reprinted from: Niccoló Tartaglia, Nova Scientia (In Vinegia : [s.n.], 1558), 
courtesy of Lownes Science Collection, Hay Library, Brown University; "Galileo's 
Compass — History of an Invention," Museo Calileo, Florence, http://brunelleschi 
imss.fi.it/esplora/compasso/dswmedia/storia/estoria1. st.html. 


perform quick and accurate calculations, particularly his “military com- 
pass" (fig. 9).5? Working with instruments and the perspective drawing 
technique of perspectiva also encouraged his interest in optics.% In 1610 
Galileo would become more famous for turning a novel military in- 
strument for seeing at a distance— the spyglass, or telescope— onto the 
heavens, earning him an international reputation as an astronomer and 
natural philosopher and giving him the opportunity to become philoso- 
pher to the duke in Florence.*^ Instrumentation would be critical to the 
new science.$? The resulting new forms of mechanical calculation even 
affected the development of landscape painting. 

In Descartes's case, the result of his studies with instruments would 
bea further revelation. In a letter of March 26, Descartes wrote excitedly 
to Beeckman about how, “with the aid of my compass," he had found 
"four remarkable and completely new demonstrations.” 6% The compass 
here would have been something similar to Galileo's military compass, 


a version of a device known as a sector. It consisted of two straight arms 
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that were ruled and inscribed and joined at one end, allowing the arms 
to be separated at the other end, usually held together by a curved piece 
of metal that was also carefully marked to indicate angles. Various rules 
could be placed on each arm, and by comparing them, complex calcu- 
lations could be performed relatively easily. The sector was something 
like a twentieth-century slide rule and drawing compass combined. It 
could also be used for finding heights, depths, and distances, the size of 
shot, the angle of trajectory, the number of men who could stand within 
a space on the ground, and even the conversion of one monetary cur- 
rency into another (very useful on foreign campaigns). But Descartes 
was working with one of the “new compasses” that had the additional 
ability of drawing continuous but changing curves. Perhaps it was simi- 
lar to the instruments that Descartes’s later friend Frans van Schooten 
illustrated, which could be used to draw ellipses (Van Schooten later 
edited Descartes’s La Dioptrique and may have been the source for the 
story of the meeting with Beeckman).$ Van Schooten’s father also hap- 
pened to be a professor in the Duytche Mathematique, the Leiden engi- 
neering school. 

Using one of the new compasses, then, Descartes had found a 
method for dividing an angle into any number of equal parts, as well 
as how to work with three kinds of cubic equations. He had hit on a 
method for moving beyond geometry alone and even thought that he 
was on the verge of finding a new way to obtain roots. He was, in other 
words, seeking "a completely new science" that united both continuous 
and discrete quantities, geometry and algebra, in the service of solving 
problems.” Put another way, he was finding new methods for a unified 
understanding of how shapes and equations can be produced from one 
other: his new understanding involved defining curves "in terms of the 


motions that generated them,"7? as in something we still call "Carte- 


sian coordinates." "Through the confusing darkness of this science I 
have caught a glimpse of some sort of light,” he wrote to Beeckman. He 
even imagined for a moment that he might be able to construct a new 


kind of large but exacting instrument that could find variations in the 
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Descartes, Geometrie (1637) 


Tartaglia, Nova Scientia (1558) 


Figure 10. Geometrical curves, calculated; geometrical curves, drawn with an instrument. 
Reprinted from: Niccold Tartaglia, Nova Scientia (In Vinegia : [s.n.], 1558); René Descartes, 
Geometrie (Leiden: lan Maire, 1637). Courtesy of Lownes Science Collection, Hay Library, 
Brown University. 


moon’s course through the stars, from which the problem of calculat- 
ing longitude could be solved, although he soon came to realize that the 
device would be impractical. In a letter of a month later he confirmed 
that “I really did discover” these new methods “with the aid of the new 
compasses.””! The mathematical instruments of war were changing Des- 
cartes’s mental landscape (see fig. 10). 

At the new year, Beeckman presented his pupil with a gift, a note- 
book in which Descartes began to record his thoughts, as his teacher 
had done in his “journal” some years earlier.’ They clearly had become 
close. After Beeckman left Breda, Descartes continued to write to him, 
clearly wanting to share his thoughts. In the letters, Descartes says that 
Beeckman had introduced him to a new way of thinking that Descartes 
continued to develop. They also express his love. For instance, he wrote 
that he would put his new language skills to work by making a trip to see 
Beeckman in Middleburg at the beginning of Lent, signing off with “an 
unbreakable bond of affection”? He made the visit on about March 20, 
but he was unable to find Beeckman.”* Consequently, the young noble- 
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man sent his mentor the letter that excitedly explained what he had 
found in the past few days with the compasses. The letter commands 
“Love me,” and speaks of “bonds of everlasting love.” Since there are no 
examples of other letters of Descartes in the period, it is hard to judge 
whether his language indicates some sort of formal but intimate court- 
liness, or the relationship of an orphan to a newfound father, or homo- 
erotic feelings, any or all perhaps provoked by the fear of having lost his 
interlocutor.” Beeckman did respond, although in a friendly but more 
distant manner. In retrospect, however, thanks both to Descartes’s love 
for his mentor and to the new instrumental mathematics he studied pri- 


vately, a new world had opened up to him. 


The Holy Roman Empire 


In the spring of 1619, however, electrifying news had spread from 
farther east, and armed men were listening. Between his letter of March 
and the next one, on April 23, Descartes had heard. “Do not expect any- 
thing from my Muse at the moment,” he wrote Beeckman, “for while I 
am preparing for the journey about to begin tomorrow, my mind has 
already set out on the voyage.” He had not yet been “summoned” to Ger- 
many, but he heard that armies were being enlisted, even if there would 
not necessarily be any fighting. It was his moment to be at the center 
of things. Destiny called, and he was preoccupied with anticipation. He 
was also assembling useful information: if events continued to move in 
the direction he expected, he would head north to the Baltic and make 
his way east to Poland, then south to Hungary, since that would be the 
route most likely to take him to the scene of the action without encoun- 
tering “marauding soldiers.” With spring in the air, new images pre- 
occupied his mind, ones that were fully personal, and grand.” 

The news had not been unexpected. The emperor Matthias had long 
been ill, and he finally expired on March 20, 1619—the same day that 
Descartes had unsuccessfully tried to find Beeckman in Middleburg. 
Among the titles Matthias held were those of Holy Roman emperor 
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and king of Bohemia. More than a year earlier, as his illness came on, 
Matthias had named as his successor his cousin, Archduke Ferdinand of 
Austria, and Ferdinand had begun acting aggressively, as if he already 
ruled. In Bohemia, he pressed his Catholic agenda on his new Protes- 
tant and Hussite subjects. They reacted in part by throwing some of his 
representatives out of a high window, the famous “defenestration of 
Prague” of May 1618. Conflict stirred but was constrained. Now, how- 
ever, with the reigning emperor’s death at last, the nobles of Europe ex- 
pected that the Bohemian and Hungarian subjects of Ferdinand would 
rise up against him. All sides began to gather their forces. Within a 
month Descartes had heard of it: the active young cavalier was clearly 
in touch. 

A few days later, Descartes took leave of his friend once again by let- 
ter, saying that he would be setting out for Denmark that day (April 29), 
expecting to spend some time in Copenhagen, the gateway to the Baltic. 
He included a quotation from Virgil’s Aeneid about remaining uncertain 
“where fate may take me, where my foot may rest.””” A Trojan setting 
out to see where destiny might take him, like Aeneas, the legendary 
founder of Tours. He hoped that Beeckman would send him a letter. Not 
long after, Beeckman would write to him at Copenhagen? 

And then the sieur du Perron slipped off into what would come to 
be called the Thirty Years’ War. The next certain date we have is three 
years later, April 3, 1622, when he signed a document back in France, in 
Rennes, giving his brother Pierre power of attorney to sell some of the 
lands he had inherited (perhaps to pay debts incurred in the meantime). 
Three years is not, perhaps, a long time when looking back on a life, but 
it is everything for a young man who did not know what would happen 
next. Although his journey started well, René Descartes would be for- 
tunate to make it out alive. 

Baillet later explained that Descartes had not found a variety of oc- 
cupations suitable to his talents, which he had promised himself on 
leaving France." We might note that with the arrest and trial of Olden- 


barnvelt and the upcoming conclusion of the Synod of Dort, and with 
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the Spanish truce still holding, further action in the Dutch Republic 
would have seemed unlikely, whereas opportunity abounded elsewhere. 
According to this likelihood, the sieur du Perron remained a masterless 
man, looking for a field on which he could prove his worth in order to 
gain a patron. There would certainly be chances to become an Aeneas, 
or an Amadis. 

Was he traveling alone? Knights-errant are rare. The letters to Beeck- 
man say nothing about companions aside from a disparaging comment 
about the culture of the camp. But Descartes had learned to be discreet, 
telling Beeckman almost nothing about his personal life while making 
inquiries in the other direction, asking if Beeckman had yet found a 
wife. Descartes’s chief biographer, Baillet, is silent on the subject. We 
do know from scattered references that at other times Descartes trav- 
eled accompanied by a personal servant at least and sometimes joined 
larger groups. He would certainly have had baggage to transport, and 
if he intended to fight, probably a warhorse or two as well as a riding 
horse. When he returned from the conflict in the east, he paid off most 
of the party then traveling in his employ and sold the horses. We might 
imagine him “on his own” if, despite a small entourage, he did not have 
companions of status similar to his own. But he may have had that sort 
of companion, too. In later years Descartes was known to have made an 
aborted journey to Copenhagen with Etienne de Villebressieu.2° When 
Descartes was even younger, heading for strange places, it is easy to 
imagine that he traveled in company, perhaps with other young adven- 
turers or perhaps among those who served a more senior figure. 

Joining up with a group might also help explain his change of plans. 
For Baillet writes that in July 1619 Descartes left Breda and headed south. 
Baillet did not know of the letters to Beeckman, which are clear about 
how the noble volunteer set off for action via the Baltic. He was, how- 
ever, insistent that Descartes ended up in Frankfurt on the Rhine, where 
he witnessed the formal coronation of Emperor Ferdinand on Septem- 
ber 9; some years later Descartes, too, confirmed in a published com- 
ment that he had been there?! The likelihood, then, is that the sieur du 
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Perron had decided to make his fortune in war and begun his travels to 
the action via Denmark and the Baltic, as he informed Beeckman, but 
that he turned back to attend the coronation. 

He would have had plenty of time to change course. Baillet’s account 
gives us a few details of the latter parts of his travels. According to Bail- 
let, on the way to Frankfurt Descartes stopped at Maastricht and then 
(not so far away) at Aachen, also known as Aix-la-Chapelle. In the latter 
place he learned of preparations being made for the coronation: since 
it was the old capital of Charlemagne, some of the treasures kept there 
were to be used in the ceremonial investiture at Frankfurt. From here 
on at least, the sieur du Perron was traveling with a group, perhaps even 
those who were escorting the imperial artifacts, for “they” next arrived 
(etant arrivé) in Mainz. There they confirmed that the local archbishop 
elector, Johann Schweikhard von Kronberg, had been summoned to 
cast his vote for the emperor.? 

Mainz is near Frankfurt, easily connected by river. Baillet's account 
implies that on the last leg of the trip Descartes was traveling in the 
company of the party of the archbishop elector. The archbishop pos- 
sessed ecclesiastical authority over a large number of bishoprics in the 
western parts of Germany and held temporal authority over territo- 
ries on the Rhine and Main rivers, both above and below Frankfurt, 
where he was known as a Catholic moderate, supportive of Counter- 
Reformation institutions but not eager to attack Protestants. As an elec- 
tor, he was one of the seven princes of the Holy Roman Empire who 
chose the emperor. We may imagine that the number of people who 
would have accompanied his delegation to Frankfurt would have been 
very large, so Descartes and any companions could readily have joined 
them for the remainder of the journey. 

He therefore would have had more than enough time to begin his 
trip by going to Copenhagen and then turning around. What we have 
seen of Descartes so far suggests that as a young and energetic noble, 
he was making good use of his time. Even in winter camp, when sit- 


ting by the fire, and drinking, gambling, and whoring must have been 
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common temptations for well-to-do young men, he was also improv- 
ing himself by studying the local language and military engineering. 
If we look at his possible calendar, we know that Baillet says Descartes 
was at the coronation on September 9, and we can add that the elector 
of Mainz would have had to be in Frankfurt in time for the preceding 
vote, held on August 28. Let us suppose that the archbishop left Mainz 
no later than a week before the election. Working back, we can guess 
that the trip with a group from Aachen to Mainz could easily have been 
made by going overland to Cologne and then up the Rhine, probably 
easily done within a week. Before that, Descartes may have been travel- 
ing with only a small party and moving more quickly. Aachen could 
have been easily reached from cities on the Maas or Rhine; finding a re- 
turn passage from Copenhagen to such ports as Amsterdam or Rotter- 
dam, from which travel upriver would be easy to find, would not be dif- 
ficult given the number and frequency of Dutch ships passing through 
the Danish Sound. 

In other words, Baillet’s account of Descartes setting off southward 
from The Netherlands in July and ending up in Frankfurt in plenty of 
time for the coronation is entirely plausible even if he undertook his 
first intention of going to Copenhagen and the Baltic before turning 
around. The timing allows him to have gone north at the end of April 
(as in his letter to Beeckman) and been back in the Dutch Republic again 
in July, heading toward Frankfurt. This scenario would have given him 
time to be present in Copenhagen and even regions beyond for a two- 
month visit or more, in a season when the days are long. Descartes had 
clearly intended to reach the scene of the impending conflict in Bohe- 
mia via the northern route, and he gives all appearance of having begun 
that journey, so we must ask what might have caused him to shift his at- 
tention to Frankfurt. Certainly, the importance of decisions to be made 
in Frankfurt would have drawn many eager young aristocrats. Perhaps 
Descartes simply decided that his personal interests lay in the possibili- 
ties of making contacts at the election and coronation. But he had been 


clear in his letter to Beeckman that in 1619 he considered his destiny to 
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be bound up with reaching the fighting in Hungary. What might have 
intervened? 

Perhaps Descartes simply changed his plans when he heard about 
the forthcoming coronation. At such a gathering there would be oppor- 
tunities enough to seek a place among princely retainers. He had simply 
set out for Hungary on his own, ambitious for glory — many adventurers 
certainly did so—and then changed his mind after he saw new possi- 
bilities. But was he simply acting on his own? In light of Descartes’s first 
comment to Beeckman about “not yet having been summoned” to the 
action, we need to consider the possibility that he set out in anticipation 
of such asummons. From whom? 

Leading figures in France certainly had their own feelings of per- 
sonal destiny, further stirred by recent events. It is well known that 
messianic and millenarian thinking pervaded the period; it is less noted 
in the English-language literature that the long struggle of France 
against the Habsburgs sometimes held out a vision of a Europe centered 
around the Most Christian King of France. In some of the circles Des- 
cartes had known in Paris, hopes abounded for a charismatic French 
king who would restore the world to an earlier age, an age before the 
worship of luxury or power, a pristine age of authentic rapport (la sainte 
amitié).9 In other words, many longed for a Charlemagne-like figure 
to reign over an uncorrupted Christendom, returning the world to the 
old, sincere faith before the recent decades of doctrinal hairsplitting 
and hair-raising violence. Such views had underpinned the opinions of 
an earlier generation in France, including Guillaume Postel and Jean 
Bodin.** One of the prince de Condé's agents and secretaries, Isaac La 
Peyrére, would write about a universal French monarch who would re- 
unite Europe and restore Palestine, building the new Jerusalem.*^ Car- 
dinal Richelieu's adviser, the éminence gris Father Joseph, proposed a 
crusade led by the French king for the retaking of Jerusalem as a means 
to unify Christendom.? Duc Henri IV de Lorraine— closely related to 
the Guises from whom Descartes likely sought patronage—not only 


claimed the kingdom of Naples but also Sicily and Jerusalem by right of 
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descent from the line of Anjou, and twice tried to seize Naples;*’ later, 
Descartes’s patron Queen Christina of Sweden plotted to take Naples 
at the head of a French army to make it into a millenarian polity that 
would begin to reunite the world." Christina's biographer, Susanna 
Akerman, thinks that “her interest in Catholicism rested, paradoxically, 
on a political theory of universal concord and religious tolerance" that 
was "translated into a universal pan-Europeanism set out in the writ- 
ings of a handful of Gallic prophets.” She later wrote that Descartes had 
given her “the first lights" about Catholicism. Descartes himself may 
have possessed grand ideas about the destiny of Europe, and shifts in 
the empire would have led to grand hopes among many, including fig- 
ures in France. 

Baillet also wrote that when he arrived in Frankfurt, Descartes was 
not able to attend the election of the emperor, only the coronation, be- 
cause only those in the service of the electors were allowed into the city 
for the first occasion? Baillet might simply be confirming that Des- 
cartes was present merely as a private person. But his precision might 
also suggest that Descartes had to wait on events because he was in ser- 
vice to someone who was not an elector. The possibility remains, then, 
that Descartes had originally aimed to get to Hungary not for personal 
glory so much as for aiding a great venture. If his father had introduced 
him to Philippe de Béthune, the comte de Selles— who had recently 
been working the conflict in the southern Alps between Savoy and Man- 
tua?! — such a link could have been active. He would later meet Béthune 
abroad, in Germany and Italy. Moreover, back in France a treaty had 
been negotiated between Louis XIII and his mother, Marie de Medici, 
for the moment reuniting the kingdom, so if Descartes had left Paris be- 
cause of any scruples on that score, he might have felt newly enabled to 
serve Their Majesties. Or possibly the sieur du Perron continued to culti- 
vate the patronage of the Guises of Lorraine. Lorraine's ruling duke was 
not an elector, but he was a prince of the empire, deeply concerned in 
events around the coronation. The opportunity to cultivate or renew ties 


with Lorraine might also have caused Descartes to change his plans and 
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head for Frankfurt. All we know with reasonable certainty, however, is 
that an ambitious young Descartes, sensing his destiny and anticipating 
a call, intended to go to events in Hungary via the Baltic, got at least as 
far as Copenhagen, and then turned around to attend the coronation in 
Frankfurt. 

The ceremony of the coronation took place on September 9 before 
a glittering crowd. Present were not only the seven imperial electors 
with their retinues, and the emperor-designate Ferdinand with his, 
but innumerable princes and princesses, dukes and duchesses, barons 
and baronesses, bishops and cardinals, the ambassadors of republics 
and kings, and many other great persons, along with their secretaries, 
clerks, and all kinds of members of their traveling courts. They in turn 
attracted countless other high-ranking people from all over Europe, 
together with those looking for favor, hosts of soldiers, churchmen 
and churchwomen, servants and retainers, and of course the countless 
numbers of charlatans, pickpockets, cooks, prostitutes, and vendors 
who flocked to any large gathering. In such a place, to pick up informa- 
tion and rumor about current events would have been as easy as simply 
listening in. Descartes knew some Dutch and was probably picking up 
other Germanic tongues; he had learned Latin, Greek, and Italian in 
school; many people spoke French as a common language. Descartes 
could have made his way through the babble. He later remarked that 
sometimes “we hear an utterance whose meaning we understand per- 
fectly well, but afterwards we cannot say in what language it was spo- 
ken."?? The only real question is whether he could have found lodging 
in the hubbub without losing his purse. But he undoubtedly enjoyed 
the pageantry of the coronation, which Baillet evokes in some detail, 
including the presentation of the sword, crown, and scepter of Charle- 
magne followed by the oaths and a Te Deum. Days of jousting and other 
public ceremonies followed. An attentive young nobleman would have 
had a lot of names to take in.” 

It was also in Frankfurt that Descartes learned that Maximilian I, 
Duke of Bavaria, was seeking recruits. Maximilian would lead the cam- 


paign against rebel Bohemia. Maximilian also had connections with 
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Lorraine: in 1595, he had married his cousin Elizabeth Renata of 
Lorraine, daughter of Charles III, the ruling duke. Very possibly, then, 
Descartes’s recent search for patronage from the duc de Guise had also 
established a bridge to Bavaria. Baillet insisted that Descartes was not in 
a position to worry about the rightness of any prince’s cause, again hint- 
ing at the possible political implications that this move might have raised 
in the minds of his late seventeenth-century readers, when Branden- 
burg and other German princes were fighting Louis XIV?* He was also 
careful to avoid any implication that Descartes was acting against the 
interests of France by declaring that he acted as a volunteer.” But at the 
time, French policy was to support the Catholic princes of the empire, 
who were led by Bavaria, as a counter to the pro-Spanish faction at the 
Habsburg court in Vienna. As one notable historian remarked, “There 
was always a Bavarian party in France, and never was it more wide- 
awake than in the first half of the seventeenth century’? Dynastic ties 
between Bavaria and France also existed through Lorraine.” At the end 
of the year, Louis XIII himself would promise to aid his cousin, Emperor 
Ferdinand, at a moment when Bavaria fought for Ferdinand. So, at the 
time, in joining the party of the Bavarian duke, Descartes would cer- 
tainly not be acting disloyally. 

But time was pressing. The conflict in Bohemia and Hungary was 
already spreading into a more general conflagration. On August 26, al- 
most contemporaneously with the election of Ferdinand as emperor, 
the Bohemians offered their crown to Frederick of the Palatinate. Fred- 
erick—only six months younger than Descartes—was not only one of 
the imperial electors and a powerful prince in his own right but also 
head of the empire’s Protestant Union. He was related to most of the 
German princes, was a nephew of Prince Maurits, and had recently be- 
come the son-in-law of the king of England. Following the defenestra- 
tion that began the revolt in Bohemia, Frederick had quietly supported 
an army under the command of Ernst von Mansfield that came to the 
aid of the rebels. (In Hungary, Gabriel Bethlen also launched a revolt 
against the Habsburgs at the same time, further weakening Ferdinand’s 


position.) A united Bohemian Confederacy managed to depose Ferdi- 
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nand and looked for an alternative, Protestant successor. The elector of 
Saxony declined the offer. The Bohemians turned to Frederick. He was 
reluctant to signal open conflict with Ferdinand, although in Frankfurt 
he was brave enough to lobby against him (the only one to do so). That 
isolated Frederick further, and most of his potential allies urged him 
not to seize the proffered crown. But on September 29 he decided his 
destiny otherwise and soon set out from Heidelberg for Prague, which 
he entered a month later. His coronation as king of Bohemia occurred 
at the beginning of November 1619. He opened negotiations with the 
Turks for assistance, and sought help from everyone else as well. It was 
going to be a difficult business. 

For Emperor Ferdinand’ part, while he had grave financial difficul- 
ties and other constraints, he also had an ally in Maximilian of Bavaria, 
who had been accumulating a treasury. On October 8, on his return to 
Vienna, Ferdinand stopped in Munich and signed a treaty that recog- 
nized Maximilian’s leadership of a revived Catholic League and prom- 
ised him both Bohemia and Frederick’s electoral dignity as a reward 
for his assistance. The league itself met in Würzburg in December and 
agreed to raise an army with Maximilian at its head; he in turn dele- 
gated effective command to the Count of Tilly (an accomplished general 
who had learned his trade in the struggles of the low countries). Send- 
ing a shot across Frederick's bow, Ferdinand gave him until June 1, 1620, 
to surrender the crown of Bohemia. But the Protestant Union that Fred- 
erick headed had already agreed to raise men for its own defense, and 
in the spring of 1620 they, too, were on the move under the margrave of 
Ansbach. By June, the Catholic and Protestant armies faced each other 
at Ulm, on the Danube River. Descartes was there, having taken the 
duke's service but welcoming a delegation of French ambassadors who 


were trying to keep conflict from breaking out. 


Anxious Dreams 


Let us step back a moment, however, and note that during the winter of 


1619-20 there was not yet an imperial army in the field for the duke to 
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command. Baillet tells us almost nothing from that period about Des- 
cartes’s relationship to events. It is as if Descartes went to ground after 
the coronation. As a kind of metaphor for this, instead of events, Bail- 
let turns to a long description of three dreams Descartes experienced 
on the night of November 10, 1619. The account is based on entries in 
a notebook that has since disappeared but which Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz saw and took notes on in turn, which confirm that Baillet re- 
ported it correctly.” In his later Discours, Descartes refers to the dreams 
briefly, framing them with a light touch in the following way: “I was 
returning to the army from the coronation of the Emperor,” when “the 
onset of winter detained me in quarters where ...I stayed all day shut up 
alone in a stove-heated room."?? His dreams have since become famous 
and subject to much interpretative debate. But at the end of his report 
on the dreams, Baillet also drops a comment about how Descartes was 
afterward pulled back into events. There are some other clues about the 
winter of 1619-20, too. So what do we know? 

The recorded content of the three dreams certainly suggests that 
Descartes was experiencing a state of high anxiety in which everything 
had to be seen afresh. Baillet’s account begins by saying that the young 
man had decided to rid himself of all preconceived ideas, which was 
proving to be extremely difficult, even a torment.’ He was in some- 
thing like a state of shock: he had become exhausted, and he slipped 
into a kind of enthusiasm that left him open to dreams and passions. 
At the time, “enthusiasm” was often used as a term for people who re- 
ported having personal insights about divine intentions. Descartes was 
reading the signs, Baillet reports, seeking guidance. Baillet added a few 
pages later that Descartes had not been drinking even though it was 
Saint Martin’s Eve, an occasion for revelry—even that he had not drunk 
a drop for a long time beforehand. Instead, Descartes thought that a 
spirit which was working in him had set his brain on fire and had an- 
ticipated these dreams. The first two dreams frightened him, while the 
third gave him a sense of promise. 

The report of the dreams was clearly heavy with concern for the 


future, and Descartes explored their meaning. While later commenta- 
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tors usually treat it as a kind of vision on the road to Damascus induced 
by being closed up in an overheated room, the Frenchman might also 
have been in a state of considerable anxiety as a result of what would 
now be called culture shock, added to being exposed for the first time to 
the cold calculations of international power politics as viewed through 
the interests of a new but strange ally, Bavaria. 

In his printed Discours Descartes says little about his dreams, instead 
discussing the conclusions he arrived at shortly thereafter, which sound 
much like an echo of Montaigne about the varying customs among 
people. Descartes had started to build his own views from scratch by 
first ridding himself of previous assumptions, he says. He comments, 
too, about being irritated by those who were always trying to reform 
the world, having himself learned that any opinion you might take had 
previously been advanced by one philosopher or another as definitive. 
On his travels, though, he had found that people who held views unlike 
his own were not “barbarians or savages.” Fashions in ideas came and 
went just like fashion in clothing, which showed that “social custom 
and example” was the chief means of persuasion. He therefore devel- 
oped four rules for coming to his own conclusions about the nature of 
the world, while also forming “a provisional moral code consisting of 
just three or four maxims.” The first of these was “to obey the laws and 
customs of my country,” in religion as well as in other fundamentals, 
and in all other things to act “according to the most moderate and least 
extreme opinions” of the place where he found himself. The second was 
to be as “firm and decisive in my actions” as possible; the third was “to 
try always to master myself rather than fortune”; and the fourth was to 
continue on his path of self-instruction. Adaptability, resolution, self- 
confidence, and keeping your eyes and ears open. After he had “estab- 
lished these maxims,” he felt free to begin over again by speaking with 
other people in the real world, leaving his “stove-heated room” to set 
out on his travels once more.” 

Descartes had after all been caught up in a whirlwind of events that 


was increasing in strength, blowing him who knows where, and the 
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dreams spoke to that and resolved his fears. Indeed, the first dream 
began with whirlwinds, as well as a weakness on his right side (his sword 
hand). He was pushed by the winds to a school, tried to reach its chapel, 
and then was interrupted by an acquaintance who pointed him toward 
a certain gentleman in the courtyard who presented him with a melon 
from a foreign land. When he woke up he felt a physical pain and feared 
having been attacked by an evil spirit. He turned over onto his right side 
and prayed to God. After worrying about good and evil for a couple of 
hours, he fell asleep again, only to be awakened by his second dream, 
which took the form of a loud and sudden noise like thunder. When he 
opened his eyes, he saw sparks of fire floating in the room. He had had 
the experience before, but this time he opened and closed his eyes sev- 
eral times and his terrors floated away. 

In the third dream, two books appeared to him and then a figure 
became manifest, who handed him a verse later explained to be from 
Pythagoras; as they entered into discussion, the content of the books 
started to shift so that Descartes could not find the verses for which 
he was looking; the books and the figure then disappeared. Not being 
frightened awake this time, he slept on and managed to find an inter- 
pretation for the dream while still asleep, deciding that it indicated the 
union of philosophy and wisdom. The poets, he decided, were full of 
maxims more succinct and powerful than anything offered by the phi- 
losophers, speaking from enthusiasm and imagination, like flints pro- 
ducing sparks. So he awoke and decided that the “Spirit of Truth” had 
come to open to him “the treasures of all the sciences” (meaning all 
knowledge). He had seen in the last dream some copperplate engrav- 
ings, but after receiving a visit from an Italian painter the next day, 
he sought no further explanation.’ He was now in a world of strange 
events, but it all augured well. He had received a message about trusting 
his creative intuitions that also warned against trying to force himself 
into sacred spaces. 

On the face of it, it is not surprising to find the young nobleman 


feeling powerful winds pushing him about, nor perhaps feeling that 
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they were keeping him from entering consecrated places. Baillet says 
that Descartes interpreted the melon as “the charms of solitude” that 
humans ask for and the wind as an evil spirit trying to push him into 
a place from which God (Baillet’s word) held him back. The explosive 
dream was “the Spirit of Truth descending to take possession of him.” 
His third dream confirmed that truth emerged from the aphoristic spirit 
of poets, from their intuition about reality rather than from reasoning, 
which gave him self-confidence. He prayed in thanks and promised to 
make a pilgrimage before the end of November to the shrine of the 
Virgin Mary in Loreto, walking the last part all the way from Venice. 
But, Baillet writes, he had to postpone the trip “for reasons that remain 
wholly unknown.” He then spent the winter composing a treatise and by 
February he was beginning to seek a publisher. 

It may be, then, that the “dreams” were in fact a sketch of what we 
might now calla literary work similar to what his friends had been read- 
ing and discussing during his Parisian period but reflecting his new 
appreciation for strangeness. His words include phrases such as en- 
thousiasmus, meaning a state of divine possession that the ancients asso- 
ciated with dreams; force de l’imagination, which is the power to strike an 
image that links the inferior and superior worlds; and génie for the Latin 
spiritus, a word associated with the presence of djinns and the spirit of 
truth.°? The report of the dreams also includes a verse from Pythago- 
ras (who had himself reported on how dreams lead to wisdom), while 
other verses that appeared and disappeared were thought to be indica- 
tions of the union of philosophy and wisdom in the work of poets. At 
the time, well-known literary exemplars of powerful dream sequences 
ranged from Cicero's "Dream of Scipio" to famous reported revelations 
of Saint Paul and Saint Augustine, while in Descartes's own day, dream 
interpretation remained an important phenomenon, as in the visions 
experienced by Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Society of Jesus that had 
educated him. In 1608, the Lutheran Johannes Kepler, too, wrote about 
his new astronomical science in the form of a dream, although his Som- 
nium, sometimes considered an early work of science fiction, would 


not be published until 1634. Another of Descartes's contemporaries, the 
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chemical physician Jan Baptista Van Helmont, a Catholic accused of dan- 
gerous heterodoxy by the Inquisition, also recorded dreams as a mark of 
receiving divine enlightenment, dreams that are sometimes compared 
to those of Descartes.’ 

There is likely to be another source for much of the content of the 
recorded dreams, if not their form, one of the most important works 
of skepticism in the period: Pierre Charron’s work on moral philoso- 
phy, De la sagesse (On Wisdom, first published in 1601, two years before 
his death). In the 1990s, Frédéric de Buzon was looking through a book 
in the city of Neuburg and noticed Descartes’s name in an inscription 
on the flyleaf. It read: “To my very learned friend and little brother” (an 
expression of familiarity) “René Descartes, given in friendship, father 
Johannes B. Molitor, Society of Jesus, done in the year 1619, [signed] 
JBM.”?°> Buzon confirmed that Molitor was a Jesuit but could not con- 
firm where he was assigned at the time, although he might well have 
been at Neuburg, where a Jesuit house was then under construction. The 
book itself lacked the title page but can be identified as Charron’s, prob- 
ably the third edition, of Paris 1607. 

Charron was a priest who served Marguerite de Valois, a daugh- 
ter and sister of kings and first wife of the future Henri IV, a powerful 
woman with many lovers and associates. Charron also became a friend 
of Montaigne and was given his coat of arms to wear after his friend’s 
death. In presenting his views on Christian skepticism, Charron drew 
heavily on his more famous friend’s views, although Charron’s work was 
later attacked by the Jesuit Francois Garasse as atheistical, even one of 
the main touchstones of the party of atheists. But that was yet to come. 
Perhaps Molitor left his young friend the book in order to get Des- 
cartes’s opinion of it. Or perhaps he was eager to get the learned noble- 
man’s help in dissecting it for criticism. But we can be certain that he 
presented it as a gift, something that he expected to be appreciated by 
its recipient. If Descartes did not know it already, he probably saw the 
book’s arguments as entirely in keeping with what he had encountered 
a few years earlier in Paris. 


Recent historians of philosophy have noticed many close parallels 
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between Charron and Descartes. Charron aimed at finding wisdom 
through judgment, but to get there he began by showing that as mere 
mortals we humans do not have access to certainty, only to likelihood 
(vraisemblable). He attacked all kinds of superstitions and dogmatisms 
based on hypotheses or pretended access to truth, dividing the path 
toward knowledge, which is rooted in the world, from theology. Ethics 
could not be subordinated to religion, then, nor did it address such ques- 
tions as sin and grace, nor personal salvation. Institutional religion was 
a political embodiment of local tradition. A wise man would therefore 
act according to his conscience but remain publicly silent and masked 
on the fundamental questions of universal truths.°* Even without cer- 
tainty, however, the wise—a small group among humankind—could 
nevertheless achieve a good life, although on the way there one needed 
to be guided by some provisional rules of morality. These turn out to 
be almost identical to Descartes’s own rules. Descartes’s dream episode 
with the book of poetry invokes, in part, Charron’s “yes and no” (oui et 
non), which appears on the missing frontispiece of the copy in ques- 
tion.” (Did Descartes tear it out to keep when he left the book behind?) 
In Descartes’s own later account of the episode, the dreams are followed 
by his moral rules for navigating the world. Descartes had wanted to go 
into the chapel in the school, and had even first been pushed in that di- 
rection by the whirlwind but was then kept from entering, finally being 
diverted by an acquaintance to speak with a man from a foreign country. 
He offered him a melon. But Descartes left the book behind. 


Curious Meetings 


According to Baillet, within a few days, “he got quit of his Enthusi- 
asm,”'°* for his further thoughts were interrupted.” Of course he was 
interrupted: he had joined the duke, who was mobilizing his forces, and 
the sieur du Perron would have had duties to perform.!? 

Recent biographers have debated whether Descartes spent the win- 


ter in Ulm or Neuburg. Both are on the Danube, and strategic cross- 
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roads; both were on the borders of Bavaria. But Ulm had joined in the 
Reformation in 1530 and became well known for possessing the largest 
Protestant cathedral in Europe, while Neuburg was the capital of the 
duchy of Palatinate-Neuburg. Many biographers prefer Ulm as Des- 
cartes’s winter quarters because of its association with the mathemati- 
cian Johannes Faulhaber, whom Baillet says Descartes met. On top of its 
city walls small dwellings still remain that once were built as soldiers’ 
residences: it is a pleasant thought to imagine that in one of them Des- 
cartes had his dreams. But at Neuburg, Count Wolfgang Wilhelm had 
converted to Catholicism a few years earlier, had recently dedicated a 
church to the Virgin Mary—whom Descartes had promised a pilgrim- 
age—and invited the Jesuits to take up residence. For these reasons, 
Geneviéve Rodis-Lewis prefers to think that Neuburg is where Des- 
cartes spent the next few months. Neuburg is certainly where Des- 
cartes was given a copy of Charron's book.!? 

Moreover, Count Wolfgang Wilhelm of Neuburg descended from 
the Wittelsbach dynasty and married Magdalene of Bavaria, sister of 
(Wittelsbach) Maximilian of Bavaria and daughter of Renata of Lorraine. 
As the head of the cadet branch of the Palatinate line, the count was also 
a relative of Frederick, the Elector Palatine, whose daughter, Princess 
Elizabeth, Descartes would later serve. He also controlled Jülich, on the 
Rhine, where he had been supported by the French king Henri IV on 
the eve of his assassination and where he would have the support of 
the Spanish army in the low countries. Two years later, on his return 
to France, Descartes attended the siege of Jülich until Ambrogio Spi- 
nola took it. Many years later, Descartes famously attended the court of 
Queen Christina of Sweden, whose female ancestors were also Wittels- 
bachs. It is therefore likely that through a connection to Lorraine, Des- 
cartes had entered into service to Maximilian of Bavaria and might even 
have established a relationship with the court of Neuburg. 

But we do not have to imagine that Descartes simply went to ground 
for the winter in one place or another. Armies often had to do so, since 


moving and provisioning large numbers of men and their followers, 
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and transporting their cannon and baggage, became difficult at certain 
times of the year. But individuals and small groups could get about year- 
round, only occasionally being blocked by snow in the high passes or a 
blizzard. As we have seen, Descartes was often on the move. What he re- 
counted in the Discours supports the impression ofactivity, for although 
he reported that for a short time it was cold enough to stay enclosed in a 
room with a stove, several pages later he picked up the story by writing 
that “I set out on my travels again before the end of winter. Throughout 
the following nine years I did nothing but roam about the world, trying 
to be a spectator rather than an actor in all the comedies that are played 
out there."!? Note that his travels began "before the end of winter": he 
started on real journeys even before the worst of the cold was past. And 
while his word travels implies voyaging from one place to another, he 
might earlier have been making short trips that brought him back to a 
home base. Why should we imagine that he was cooped up in a room 
for more than half a year, until the French ambassadors arrived at Ulm 
in June? 

Baillet says that Descartes had to postpone his pilgrimage to the 
shrine of the Virgin in Loreto "for reasons that remain wholly un- 
known." Perhaps Descartes first assumed that he would be going to 
Venice on business for the Duke of Bavaria. The Venetians had waged 
a war against Archduke Ferdinand with Dutch and English help, which 
had ended in 1618; their next move would be important. Or Descartes 
may have had other reasons to think that he would be off there, uncon- 
nected with the duke. But the leaders of the Catholic League decided to 
gather in December in Würzburg to discuss raising an army. Würzburg 
is not far north from either Ulm or Neuburg. Other delegates got there 
and back from all over the German lands despite the season. We might 
guess that the reasons unknown to Baillet for not being able to get to 
Loreto included attending on one of the dukes in Würzburg. 

A hint from the archives suggests that Descartes was on the road. 
In this case, he was carrying dispatches from Ulm about the time that 
Baillet says he had to abandon his writing project, in February 1620. Ac- 
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cording to Edouard Mehl, in 1972, L. Gabe noted that the rector of the 
lyceum in Ulm, Jean-Baptiste Hebenstreit, wrote a letter to Kepler dated 
February 1, 1620, in which he asked if he had received a packet of pre- 
vious letters carried by a certain “Cartelius.” Kepler resided in Linz— 
like Ulm, also on the Danube, although east of Munich. (Kepler himself 
would later move to Ulm.) If this is our man, then Descartes must have 
set out for Linz in late January. 

We can be reasonably certain that Descartes was already keen on 
optics, having met Claude Mydorge in Paris, and he later based much of 
his published work on Kepler's principles.!^ One recent analyst thinks 
that Descartes's unfinished writing project may have been an early 
manuscript on corpuscularian optics prompted by reading Kepler! In 
the winter of 1619-20, however, Kepler's interests had moved on: not 
only was he mounting a defense of his mother against charges of witch- 
craft, but he also had just published his work on the "Harmony of the 
Worlds" (Harmonices Mundi, 1619), which illustrates the relationships 
between geometrical and physical knowledge; and he continued to 
work on his Epitome astronomiae Copernicanae, the most up-to-date ex- 
planation of the motions of the heavens based on the assumption that 
the earth revolved around the sun while also spinning on its own axis.” 
(Volume 1 had appeared in 1618, and volume 2 was about to be published, 
in 1620; the third and final volume would be completed in 1622)."* We 
cannot be certain whether Descartes took an interest in mathematical 
astronomy at the time, but it certainly was a subject being widely de- 
bated. The appearance of three comets during 1618-19 had led to pub- 
lic controversy not only about their astrological significance but also 
about their nature, especially whether their physical appearance in the 
heavens beyond the sphere ofthe moon was evidence for heliocentrism. 
Galileo was among those who took the opportunity to press the new 
astronomy forward on the basis of the comets.? Descartes was later 
clearly committed to heliocentrism. He could well have been encour- 
aged in such views by Beeckman — also a Copernican — but his probable 


meeting with Kepler might have solidified his opinion.?? 
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According to Baillet, Descartes also sought out the mathematicians 
Faulhaber and Peter Rothen. Faulhaber was in Ulm, and Baillet places 
the meeting there some months later, about the time of the arrival of 
the French ambassadors. He reports that Descartes was trying to find 
competent mathematicians, and so he paid a call on Faulhaber. 

Faulhaber received him civilly but mistook him for a simple soldier 
and insulted him about his mathematical abilities, at which Descartes 
bridled. He responded with a challenge, answering every question that 
Faulhaber could put to him, after which Faulhaber invited him into his 
rooms and showed him a recent book he had written. Descartes looked 
through it and not only solved all the problems it set but also explained 
the basis for their solution, of which Faulhaber was ignorant (according 
to Baillet). A similar set of circumstances occurred when in the same 
period Descartes in Nuremberg visited Rothen, who had proposed solu- 
tions to several of Faulhaber’s questions and had Faulhaber solve sev- 
eral of his in turn.” 

Was Descartes seeking out the Rosicrucian brotherhood, as is some- 
times thought?'?? Faulhaber had dedicated his 1615 Mysterium arithmeti- 
cum to the group, and it contains a mathematical table able to produce 
polygonal and pyramidal numbers that would yield the special num- 
bers in the Bible, allowing further progression in decoding apocalyptic 
chronology? According to Susanne Akerman, the work was dedicated 
to "Polybius Cosmopolita.” Also known from notes taken by Leibniz on 
Descartes's notebook (the “Cogitationes Privatae"), is that in 1619 Des- 
cartes had developed a plan to write a book under the pseudonym Poly- 
bios de Cosmopoliet, titled Thesaurus Mathematicus. It would be dedi- 
cated to all the erudites, but especially to the Rosicrucians of Germany, 
and it would solve any mathematical problem according to the various 
methods set out in it. Some scholars therefore consider the title to be 
not so much a plan for a book as Descartes's own little joke aimed at 
Faulhaber and his peers.7* Perhaps the proposal for the Thesaurus (like 
the dream sequence near it) was a literary exercise, a fragment “de l'His- 


toire de vostre Esprit" that Balzac and his friends later anticipated from 


Gearing Up for War 113 


Descartes, which would contain “your various adventures in the world 
and in the higher regions of the atmosphere” (vos diverses aventures dans 
la moyenne et dans la plus haute region de l'air), suggesting a microcosmic/ 
macrocosmic view not unlike that in many of the tracts associated with 
the Rosicrucians.?? Whether meant as a plan for a serious publication 
ora private joke, it is plain that Descartes’s note about the Thesaurus was 
a response to his meeting with Faulhaber. 

Books attributed to the brotherhood had been appearing recently, 
with the first two printed in Kassel in 1614? They promised the revela- 
tion of a more perfect knowledge of Christ and of Nature, as discovered 
by the illuminated founder of the brotherhood, Christian Rosencreutz. 
The Fama (1614) set out the history of Rosencreutz, who gained a knowl- 
edge of universal truths after voyaging to Damascus, Damcar, and Fez, 
and finding the book M, which he translated into Latin. He went on to 
found a society of eight chaste knights who possessed the occult knowl- 
edge contained in it and who would have their "third succession" 120 
years after Rosencreutz's death, when his secret tomb would be discov- 
ered in the building he had constructed, the House of the Holy Spirit. 
The Confessio (1615) elaborated on Rosencreutz's promise and gave his 
life dates as 1378 to 1484, placing the kairos year of the discovery of the 
tomb and the general reformation at 1604.7 That was about the time 
that the manuscripts were first written, and they circulated for a decade 
before appearing in print, claiming to contain the possibility of a uni- 
versal reformation in religion, politics, knowledge, and social relations 
stemming from the original revelation of God to Adam and his (authen- 
tic) successors.?* 

In the moment of political anxiety associated with the outbreak of 
war, such works were also read as prefiguring current events.’ They 
were among several documents apparently first composed in a Lutheran 
circle around Tobias Hess and put on paper by Johann Valentin Andreae, 
perhaps lightheartedly conveying some serious views about nature that 
were widely shared among alchemical and Paracelsian adepts by linking 


the microcosm and macrocosm with the centrality of Christ." (There 
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were many important practitioners of Paracelsian alchemy — or chymis- 
try—in the German lands, and they often proposed a kind of imma- 
terial corpuscularism based upon the three principles of mercury, sul- 
fur, and salt.?') Having then been condemned as a student for immoral 
(libertine) behavior—there were certainly many associations between 
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libertinism and other cosmologies that fed Rosicrucianism 
spent the years between 1607 and 1614 traveling in German, French, 
and Italian cities before accepting a position as deacon in a church near 
Stuttgart, and in 1620 in the Black Forest town of Calw.?? Some decades 
later, two English virtuosi who took an interest in these matters, Robert 
Child and Elias Ashmole, thought that the Rosicrucian brethren lived 
in a monastery seven miles from Strasbourg, which is just on the edge 
of the Black Forest, in turn associated with many of the early figures of 
the story.?^ Ulm is a bit further east, in Swabia, a land associated with 
the legend of Faust. 

Faulhaber was not alone in publishing books dedicated to the breth- 
ren in an attempt to attract their interest. Other mathematicians with 
whom Descartes was in touch also expressed their interest in decod- 
ing the universe: Kepler, for instance, was keen to explore the musical/ 
mathematical harmonies of the spheres.’*° Descartes himself had ex- 
pressed an interest: when he first set out from the Dutch Republic, Des- 
cartes stopped in Dordrecht, an important site on the great inland rivers 
of the low countries from where one could easily find shipping onward 
to almost anywhere. At an inn there, on April 26, he had a long con- 
versation with “a learned man" about his method of using Raymond 
Lull's Ars parva (Smaller Art) — a famous millenarian work?$— to invent 
a speech of more than an hour on any topic, even to speak for twenty- 
four hours if pressed. The man further elaborated on Lull and another 
mystic, Cornelius Agrippa, explaining the "keys" they had left out of 
their books, which the man claimed to have discovered. In cryptogra- 
phy of the time, keys were similar to passwords, allowing decryption 
of encoded messages: keys unlocked deep secrets. Descartes knew that 
Beeckman had a copy of Lull’s book and invited him to look into it. 
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Given the report of Descartes’s earlier interests, his recorded 
dreams, and his own sense of having discovered a kind of universal sci- 
ence based on mathematics, it seems entirely possible that he was seri- 
ously interested in finding out about the Rosicrucians. Both Leibniz and 
Huygens later criticized Descartes for his mysticism.’” In another set of 
Descartes’s early notes, the “Studium bonae mentis,” he referred to the 
existence of the brethren as uncertain — necdum ... quidquam certi —but 
that is not a simple dismissal.?* Faulhaber may have included Descartes 
in his own plans.’ Not surprisingly, then, some historians have been 
tempted to take seriously the possibility that Descartes shared with the 
brethren (and the poets) a sense that true knowledge can transform the 
world for the better, and that the light of inspiration is a source of such 
knowledge. Descartes may well have been moving among mathemati- 
cal adepts who shared their secrets with one another, and the hermetic 
view that "instantaneous activity signifies creation" may have been very 
important to the development of Descartes's theories of light and cor- 
puscular matter.“° 

But there was also a more immediate reason for Descartes to seek 
out Faulhaber and Rothen, and possibly Kepler as well: practical mathe- 


“ 


matics. If Descartes had joined the duke’s “army” when Baillet says he 
did, he would have been something like a staff officer at amoment when 
help was needed for gathering the forces. While Maximilian might have 
welcomed people like Descartes as soldiers, he may have been looking 
for other kinds of assistance, too. If we think again of the example of the 
story of Viète, for example, he simply turned up when Henri IV asked 
for him because he was present with the king at Fontainebleau. Princes 
required mathematicians to be near, for cryptography as well as for 
engineering. Faulhaber was not simply a mathematician and a Rosicru- 
cian sympathizer, he was also the city surveyor of Ulm, well known for 
his ability to design fortifications. He also designed fine mathematical 
instruments for the use of military engineers. In 1628 Kepler himself 
took up service with the imperial general, Wallenstein. The account of 


Descartes meeting Faulhaber and Rothen was first reported by Lipstorp, 
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Descartes's first biographer and the most concerned to underscore Des- 
cartes's military service.^' Descartes may well simply have been charged 
with recruiting other people like himself who could serve the duke as 
mathematical experts. Faulhaber at first took him to be a plain soldier 


but soon became interested. Plans for battle were coming together. 


By the end of the winter of 1619-20, then, Descartes had become a well- 
educated military engineer who understood the principles of the art 
of war. He had gone looking for his destiny, in all likelihood in asso- 
ciation with Wittelsbach-Lorraine interests in the Holy Roman Empire, 
but perhaps also feeding information back to French diplomats. He had 
certainly gone through a rite of passage, experiencing his whole world 
coming unstuck but also taking heart from his dreams or imagined 
dreams. The process had led him to discover a few basic rules to live by 
in foreign places. He was also attending to the business of the mobili- 
zation for war. It would be a big one. The whirlpool tugged at him. He 


would be lucky to come out into the air again. 


PART 4 


War and Diplomacy in Europe 


For the next five years, from the spring of 1620 to the spring of 1625, 
Descartes’s itinerary shows him to be in some of the most critical places 
for French interests in central Europe. For the first two years, he was 
bound up with the excitement and horror of war in Bohemia and Hun- 
gary, where he almost lost his life in a major military disaster. Then he 
was in Poland and the German-speaking Baltic, then after a brief return 
to France in the region of the southern Alps known as the Valtellina, and 
in Rome, just when France was beginning its Italian campaign. He made 
many further acquaintances, including members of the Francophilic 
Barberini family, one of whom sat on the papal throne. His visit to Italy 
also happened to coincide with the years when Galileo was making a 
further stir with his book called The Assayer, and there Descartes’s inter- 
est in natural philosophy would revive. 

But mainly his late twenties were spent moving between battlefield 
and negotiating table, an active participant in major events even if not 
one of the notable names. He might be thought to be a volunteer mem- 
ber of the army and diplomatic corps, although fortune would take him 
in yet other directions. He later underlined those activities in his life 
at the time in his Discours, although in a veiled way, writing that dur- 


ing this period of his life he was “travelling, visiting courts and armies, 
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mixing with people of diverse temperaments and ranks, gathering vari- 
ous experiences, testing myself in the situation which fortune offered 
me, and at all times reflecting upon whatever came my way so as derive 
»1 


profit from it 
the world. 


Descartes was certainly becoming wise in the ways of 


Into Bohemia 


No later than the spring of 1620, Descartes became aware of a delegation 
of ambassadors from France headed for Ulm. For a generation, France 
had seen itself as attempting to keep the peace in Europe, well know- 
ing that interlinked personal and political interests meant that a single 
major conflict could well lead to a general conflagration. But the new 
king Louis XIII allowed the promptings of his religious conscience to 
guide his actions, promising to send financial support to the new em- 
peror Ferdinand to put down the rebellion in Bohemia. When that 
proved to be fiscally impossible for him, he sent ambassadors instead? 
The French delegation crossed into Germany in the spring and 
reached Ulm on June 6, 1620. According to the seventeenth-century 
biographer Adrien Baillet, Descartes rushed to greet them, “several of 
whom were of his acquaintance.”* Indeed, the leaders of the party in- 
cluded the duc dAngouléme, one of Descartes’s possible patrons from 
a couple of years earlier. Another was Charles de LAubespine, marquis 
de Chateauneuf, who had previously served as French ambassador to 
the United Provinces and the Spanish Netherlands—in later years he 
would conspire with the duchesse de Chevreuse. The third senior diplo- 
mat may also have known Descartes: Philippe de Béthune, comte de 
Selles, who could have been introduced to Descartes by his father in the 
weeks between René’s exit from Paris and his departure for The Nether- 
lands. Descartes might also have made a connection to Béthune through 
Balzac, for Béthune had been among those negotiating with Marie de 
Medici on behalf of her son Louis XIII, at the Balzac house in Angou- 


léme, in 1619.‘ If they had not met previously, Béthune may well have 


War and Diplomacy in Europe 119 


v 


e Frankfurt on the Rhine = ` 
$ . » 2 
A Würzberg -.* Prague . 


i 1 u^ 
À NET 5 À 
= H ce 

À DB SEA Wat Pomerania 
Y n = d 
^ Emden Lübeck ~.e Stettin 
M 
/* Amsterdam e 
Holland 
= e Breda 
Brussels - + Jülich * Breslau / Worclaw 
Z ln 


E Neuburg Brie. : 
* Paris Ulm“ Linz ` Pressburg/ Bratislava 
Munich” Vienna” ^ * Neuhäsel / Nové Zámky 
Innsbruck + 
Poitou P P ih 3 
== La Rochelle: Orn, L * Chiavenna % 
yon’ Milan. . Venice E 
= Turin’ *Mantua E] 
——À : Genoa 
: Loreto 
— Florence b ns 
r 200 AE — — — 4-4 
È { EN 
à f * Rome 


Map 1. Places associated with Descartes in Europe. Drawn by Lyse Messmer. 


been interested in Descartes now that he had experience abroad; they 
would later meet again in Rome. 

Within a few weeks, Baillet notes, the ambassadors had attracted so 
many young seigneurs and other persons like Descartes that the French 
counted more than four hundred horses in their suite? They were aim- 
ing to arrive at a potential flashpoint before the outbreak of hostili- 
ties. At Ulm the army of the Protestant Union, about thirteen thousand 
strong, faced about thirty thousand troops ofthe Catholic League mass- 
ing downriver.’ Angouléme's party initiated talks between the two sides 
and on July 3 had obtained their signatures on a nonaggression treaty. 
Peace at Ulm gave the advantage to Maximilian I, the Duke of Bavaria, 
however. The army of the Protestant Union under the margrave of Ans- 
bach was now free to move against the Spanish forces that had invaded 
the Rhenish Palatine under Ambrogio Spinola, but did so ineffectively, 
while the duke's own and larger army was now free to restore the em- 
peror's power in Upper Austria (they would enter Johannes Kepler's 
Linz at the beginning of August). Maximilian's general, Tilly, then 
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headed further east to threaten rebellious Bohemia. At the same time, 
an imperial army under Charles Bonaventure de Longueval, Count of 
Bucquoy— another veteran of the wars in the low countries —headed 
from Vienna into lower Austria to restore Ferdinand’s authority there. 
First jobs done, the imperial armies of Tilly and Bucquoy joined up and 
crossed into Bohemian lands. Events would roll toward the Battle of 
White Mountain, usually taken as the opening act in what became the 
Thirty Years’ War. 

For this part of his biography, Baillet was presumably working from 
the now lost account of Descartes’s memoirs of his time serving in the 
wars. He seems not to have known for certain whether Descartes left 
Ulm with the Catholic army under Tilly or whether he stayed with the 
French ambassadors and their train, but he thinks it was more likely 
to have been the latter case” Unlike more heavily urbanized lands, in 
the large spaces of central Europe armed forces could seize ground, 
cut off approaches, go around, and otherwise maneuver, making pro- 
longed sieges less necessary. A minor French noble attached to the Duke 
of Bavaria’s party might provide better service by remaining with the 
diplomats and staying alert to events, or even serving as an intermedi- 
ary, than taking up space among the horses, kitchens, and baggage of a 
commander’s entourage. The duc dAngouléme’s party made their way 
down the Danube in the hope of negotiating a treaty between Emperor 
Ferdinand and King Frederick of Bohemia, arriving in Vienna less than 
three weeks after the treaty of Ulm, on July 20. Having just freed Maxi- 
milian’s army for fighting the emperor’s enemies in the east, however, 
their offers of further diplomatic assistance yielded little response from 
Ferdinand. 

According to Baillet, Descartes then joined the ranks of the young 
Frenchmen surrounding the comte du Bucquoy. Bucquoy had earned 
an impressive military reputation in the army of Flanders, commanding 
the Spanish artillery, and had been ambassador extraordinary to France 
in 1610; he was much liked by many of that nation.’ Baillet insists, how- 


ever—perhaps thinking of how Descartes later served the family of 
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Frederick—that the young man did not fight so much as he observed af- 
fairs. Perhaps he continued to serve as an intermediary on behalf of the 
Duke of Bavaria, to whom he would soon return. In any case, there was 
certainly much to notice. While the Bohemian forces were mutinous be- 
cause of a lack of pay, Frederick found ways of resisting nevertheless; on 
the other side, the imperial army started to die in large numbers from 
the "Hungarian fever"; and regulars and irregulars everywhere resorted 
to the most horrible acts of violence against the locals? As autumn took 
hold and maneuvering in the field continued, cold and hunger added 
to the misery. 

The final confrontation occurred on November 8, 1620, at Bílé hoïe, 
White Mountain, on the outskirts of Prague. Frederick seems to have 
been unprepared and his troops were forced into a retreat, which turned 
into a rout. On the next day, Frederick and his queen, Elizabeth Stuart, 
fled Prague with their family and retainers. The city was put to the sack, 
temporarily satiating the imperial soldiers. When news of the event 
first arrived in Vienna, the French negotiators were so surprised that 
they awaited confirmation to come from other couriers. They accepted 
thanks for their unsuccessful efforts in negotiating a peace but stayed 
on, now focusing on the emperor's relations with the Prince of Transyl- 
vania, Gabriel Bethlen, a vassal of the Ottoman sultan who was trying 
to revive the Kingdom of Hungary.” (The French ambassador in Con- 
stantinople had made contact with Bethlen in 1619, but the ambassa- 
dors in Vienna had little leverage with him, so in 1621 the embassy was 
recalled.") According to Baillet, Descartes had been in the field during 
all these events and contributed to the victory at Prague, still retaining 
his rank as a volunteer with the Duke of Bavaria. He remained in the de- 
spoiled city with the occupying forces for six weeks before campaigning 
with some of the Bavarian troops into the far south of Bohemia; then he 
returned to the Duke of Bavaria's Munich.” 

It had been November, with winter coming on. If the imperial army 
had not headed straight for Prague but more cautiously probed Fred- 


erick's forces, or if Frederick and Prague had been ready to sustain a 
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siege, or if any other of a dozen possibilities had transpired, the im- 
perial army, shrinking already from disease, would have had to go into 
winter quarters demoralized. Perhaps that would have given Frederick’s 
potential allies a chance to come to his aid. Perhaps the mooted alli- 
ance of Bohemia, France, Venice, Savoy, England, and The Netherlands 
might actually have emerged as a third force in Europe to calm the divi- 
sions between Tridentine Catholicism and militant Protestantism. Only 
a year earlier, Paolo Sarpi, a friend of Galileo, had allowed his Istoria 
del Concilio Tridentino (History of the Council of Trent) to be published in 
London, and editions in Latin, English, French, and German had fol- 
lowed shortly, showing the doctrines of the church not to be infallible 
pronouncements of truth but negotiated deals struck by international 
politicking by a princely pope and a centralizing curia. There was talk of 
unifying Christendom in other ways, without the sword. But also in 1619 
the Prince of Orange had the moderate Johan van Oldenbarnevelt’s head 
removed from his neck, while elsewhere imperial forces took the field 
to put down any signs of disloyalty to a Catholic emperor. For a mo- 
ment the world had paused, unsure of which way events would move, 
with peace a real possibility. But the surprisingly complete victory for 
the emperor’s soldiers at White Mountain confirmed that other avenues 
were now closed. Ideology and armies would continue to take prece- 
dence over politique negotiation. 

Descartes’s early biographers had no doubt that he took a personal 
part in this change in the fortunes of Europe. That means he had 
served the causes of two bitterly opposed princes, one Calvinist and one 
Catholic, each using the rationales of dogma to support their power. Yet 
he seems to have been relatively indifferent to such matters, placing 
his faith in premonitory dreams and the wisdom of poets. The political 
morality of the personal and ideological clashes behind the firestorms 
of Europe were for the greats to decide; he seems simply to have served 


as intuition directed. 
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To Hungary and Disaster 


Descartes remained with the Duke of Bavaria’s forces until the end of 
March 1621, when he again left the duke’s army for the Count of Buc- 
quoy’s, then in Hungary. From this point forward, Baillet’s account be- 
comes more detailed, either because he was not required to be the soul 
of discretion or because the materials he was working from contained 
more information. Descartes was now definitely involved in the action. 
Bethlen had refused the terms he was offered by the French negotiators 
and fought on against the emperor. Bucquoy moved against him first by 
laying siege to Pressburg/Bratislava in early May, where Descartes saw 
action. Successful there, the count attacked Tyrnau/Nagyzombat, which 
did not resist long, and continued east toward Budapest, seizing cities 
and towns along the way. Descartes acquitted himself well in all these 
actions, Baillet says; with seizing cities now the main method of attack 
it was the kind of campaign where officers who knew something about 
military engineering would be useful.” 

But a problem arose at Neuhäsel/Nové Zamky, which brought Des- 
cartes face-to-face with disaster. The determined city managed to hold 
out against Bucquoy’s troops for six weeks. Early in July, in support of 
those resisting in the city, Bethlen’s forces began to arrive in the field 
in number, besieging the besiegers, who became trapped between the 
town’s bastions and the Hungarian cavalry ranging the countryside. 
With his own troops and horses experiencing hunger, the Count of Buc- 
quoy led a foraging expedition in force on July 10, encountered strong 
opposition, and in the ensuing fight was killed. Demoralized, and with 
the rest of Bethlen’s army coming on the scene, on the next night the 
imperial army lifted the siege and tried to retreat across the Neutra 
River. The marshy ground on either side made it almost impossible to 
cross. It must have been a special nightmare for the engineers, trying to 
save what they could of their artillery and equipment. Less than half the 
number of men with which Bucquoy had begun the campaign — about 


eight thousand — made it alive onto Schütt Island in the midst of the 
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river, where they held out for some time. Descartes himself may have 
thought himself wounded, only to find that after the heat of battle he 
had felt “a buckle or strap caught under his armor, which was pressing 
on him and causing his discomfort"? Having turned events around, 
Bethlen went on the offensive. He recaptured Tyrnau on July 30 and 
from August 18 onward besieged Pressburg, which had been Bucquoy's 
first success of the year. A truce would be arranged in October. Des- 
cartes was now limping through a military collapse, his commander 
dead, facing defeat and in danger of his life. 

Descartes later referred to military action as an example of how he 
learned to respond to the passions that sometimes overwhelm one in 
the moment. "For example, when we are unexpectedly attacked by an 
enemy, the situation allows no time for deliberation; and yet, I think, 
those who are accustomed to reflecting upon their actions can always 
do something in this situation. That is, when they feel themselves in the 
grip of fear they will try to turn their mind from consideration of the 
danger by thinking about the reasons why there is much more security 
and honour in resistance than in flight. On the other hand, when they 
feel that the desire for vengeance and anger is impelling them to run 
thoughtlessly toward their assailants, they will remember to think that 
itis unwise to lose one's own life when it can be saved without dishonour, 
and that if a match is very unequal it is better to beat an honourable re- 
treat or ask quarter than stupidly to expose oneself to a certain death." 

Baillet put a good face on things, but Descartes had clearly seen 
enough. Baillet reports the imperial troops retiring in good order after 
the death of Bucquoy — meaning only, one supposes, that the defeat was 
not a rout — with Descartes reaching Pressburg on the night of July 27 
in the company of French and Walloon troops (the latter being French- 
speaking soldiers from the low countries). One can infer, however, that 
Descartes must have made it to Pressburg with a group of soldiers who 
had either been fighting rearguard actions in an organized retreat— 
never a pleasant business— or who had spent some days on the move 


by night, perhaps from Schütt Island, slipping through territory con- 
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trolled by enemy cavalry, attempting to make their way to the main im- 
perial stronghold where a last stand was being organized (and which 
would hold). He would later knowingly write about how it takes greater 
skill for military leaders “to maintain their position after losing a battle” 
than “to take towns and provinces after winning one.” Baillet would 
comment that Descartes had become disgusted with the profession of 
arms (acheva de la dégoûter de la profession des armes). The volunteer had 
lost the commander he admired and probably tried to impress, leaving 
him stranded far from France without chance of advancement and even 
in mortal danger. Baillet probably meant not that Descartes had simply 
lost his stomach for war, since for some years yet he would stay close to 
military events, but that he had given up on making his personal mark 
on the battlefield. It was no romance of knights-errant, or even the 
straightforward application of practical mathematics, but a dangerous 


and unpredictable business.” 


The Baltic and Return to The Netherlands 


Descartes seems to have decided to go far and fast. Whether he did so in 
the company of others is again unknown but likely. Baillet explained that 
he wished to travel because he hoped to see a variety of people and cus- 
toms and to study the grand book of the world (le grand livre du monde, 
a phrase Baillet lifted from the Discours, although it might originally 
stem from Montaigne). Baillet says that Descartes did not wish to return 
to Paris because of internal conflicts there and an epidemic of plague, 
deciding instead to see parts north. So via either Poland or the Otto- 
man breadbasket of Moldavia he headed into Silesia, stopping at Bres- 
lau/Wroctaw (which had just capitulated to the emperor). Baillet denies 
the rumor that Descartes fought for the Turks because (he thought) the 
Polish-Turkish war ended at about this time, although in fact Polish re- 
sistance proved stronger than expected and the conflict continued into 
October? Military activity in the region certainly continued to make 


travel difficult— another reason to think that Descartes traveled in com- 
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pany. No one could accuse him of desertion, Baillet continues, since he 
had joined as a volunteer and, one might add, the commander to whom 
he had pledged loyalty was dead. But he had now given up serving the 
emperor in arms." Baillet then has the sieur du Perron continuing north 
to Pomerania on the Baltic coast, which he reached by early autumn. 

Could Descartes have been acting on behalf of someone? He could 
already have been in the region in the spring of 1619. Moreover, on 
the southern shores of the Baltic, Poland, Sweden, Denmark, and sev- 
eral German princes were contending for dominion, with occasional 
intervention by the Dutch, whose economy depended heavily on their 
control of the Baltic trade. The Danes had recently imposed a peace on 
Sweden that forced the latter to pay war reparations; Christian IV of 
Denmark was investing the income aggressively, as in building the city 
and fortress at Gliickstadt downriver from Hamburg, which resulted in 
forcing that great city to recognize his suzerainty.? Sweden and Poland 
had entered into a truce in 1618, allowing Poland to start preparing to 
attack the Turks. In earlier decades, French interests had brought Henri, 
duc d'Anjou, to the throne of Poland and Lithuania before he returned 
to France to become King Henri III. Lorraine also had interests there: 
one of the founders of the ruling house of Lorraine was Christina of 
Denmark, whose connections throughout the Baltic, North Sea, France, 
Holy Roman Empire, and Italy no doubt continued to associate the 
interests of Lorraine with the other rulers. If Descartes were seeking 
attachment to a person or cause, or were seeking information about cur- 
rent events for anyone in France or Lorraine —or for anyone else — there 
would have been many opportunities to gather news. 

Baillet reports that Descartes began and ended his Baltic visit at Stet- 
tin/Szczecin, then under the suzerainty of Pomerania, allied with Swe- 
den but coveted by Brandenburg.? In Stettin, discussions were under 
way about the duchy of Prussia, which had been taken over by the 
Hohenzollern elector of Brandenburg, George William, but which re- 
mained a fief of the king of Poland. But he also visited several other port 


cities. Descartes traveled back and forth in the region for several weeks. 
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Perhaps he was on business for Brandenburg’s adversary, the Count 
Palatine-Neuburg. Brandenburg was at war with Palatinate-Neuburg 
in the Rhineland: Brandenburg possessed Cleves, and Neuburg held 
Julich. Baillet’s denial that Descartes had fought with the Ottomans 
might suggest that he was working against Polish-Brandenburg inter- 
ests. If he were conveying any messages, he would have found a number 
of sovereign princes nearby. But whatever his reasons, after some time 
Descartes again decided to go on, this time traveling west to Mecklen- 
burg and Holstein. 

In other words, for some reason as the year 1621 wound down, Des- 
cartes was moving about along the Germanic edge of the Baltic. From 
Pomerania westward the territories were part of the Lower Saxon 
Circle, whose most senior figure was the king of Denmark. When not 
stopping at the free cities of the former Hanseatic League, Descartes 
moved through Danish lands. Christian IV yet remained officially neu- 
tral in the wars, although sending financial support to Brandenburg and 
to Frederick of the Palatinate (recent king of Bohemia), who was the 
husband of his niece, the Winter Queen Elizabeth Stuart. In returning 
to places he may have already visited in the summer of 1619, was Des- 
cartes assessing Danish intentions, or had he even been in their service 
since his first visit to Copenhagen? Or was he simply passing through 
because the roads west remained quiet? When King Christian finally 
entered the war against the emperor in 1625, he would be supported in 
part by French subsidies. 

In November 1621, Descartes started on a final leg home via Hol- 
land. The account of Baillet suggests the ending ofan enterprise of some 
sort. Descartes sold his horses and most of his baggage, and he released 
all his retainers except his valet. One might guess that he did so at the 
great commercial city of Lübeck, for he then made a short trip overland 
and at either Hamburg or Gliickstadt (on the Elbe) boarded a ship for 
East Frisia, intending to go on from Emden to West Frisia. From there 
he could easily travel to Amsterdam and other places familiar from his 


recent stay.” 
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But again he was in mortal danger. Having sold most of his things 
and paid off most of his entourage, he must now have been traveling al- 
most alone and probably not only with his remaining baggage but with 
money in hand. When he rented a small ship and found some “volun- 
teer” sailors to take it from Emden to West Friesland— presumably pay- 
ing to accompany them on a trip they were already making—the crew 
thought he was a foreign merchant. Because Descartes spoke only to his 
valet, and in French, they did not realize that he understood their lan- 
guage (meaning that arrangements must have been made without Des- 
cartes speaking with them). The sailors plotted to murder him as soon as 
he fell asleep and to toss him overboard, taking all his money and goods. 
But Descartes overheard and understood. Biding his time, he suddenly 
jumped up fiercely, brandished his sword, and explained to them in 
their own tongue, in no uncertain terms, that he would cut them to 
shreds if they did not proceed as originally intended. They could not 
stand up to the strong spirit of the chevalier, Baillet says.” He had been 
in the wars, and no doubt well understood how to assume the grim face 
of being in deadly earnest. 

Arriving safely in Holland, about four months after the disaster at 
Neuhäsel, Descartes at last paused for the winter of 1621-22. But even 
now he seems not to have been acting simply on his own account, for he 
oddly did not visit his former friend and mentor, Isaac Beeckman. Back 
in France, in the middle of December, the king’s former favorite, the 
duc de Luynes, had died, giving free field for the rise of Richelieu, who 
would be given his cardinal’s hat in April. If Descartes was associated 
with the government, his managers might have been assessing the di- 
rection policy would take. 

But Descartes remained active. Baillet reports that he visited the seat 
of the government of the Dutch Republic in The Hague on three sepa- 
rate occasions, once to see the States General, once to see the court of 
the Prince of Orange, and once to see the unfortunate Winter Queen, 
Elizabeth. Was he simply a tourist? He remained keenly interested in the 


current military situation. The Twelve Years Truce between the Dutch 
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Republic and Spain had recently ended (in April 1621), and the Habs- 
burg general, Spinola, had quickly organized a siege to take Jülich with 
the support of Wolfgang Wilhelm; the city was held by Dutch troops on 
behalf of the Hohenzollerns of Brandenburg, who claimed neighboring 
Cleves but which was also under Dutch control (and where the house of 
Lorraine also had interests) 2 Baillet says that Descartes went to watch 
the progress of the siege and stayed until it was over. By implication, he 
continued to be free to move about among the imperial forces, again 
suggesting an association with Count Wolfgang Wilhelm or Lorraine. 
Spinola successfully took the city in February, after a five-month 
struggle. Descartes then went on to the court in Brussels, no doubt to 
join in the formal celebration of the victory but possibly to keep an eye 


on what was being planned next in the wars for the Rhineland. 


Again in France 


Finally Descartes returned to France, first to Rouen and then to his 
father’s house at Rennes, which, according to Baillet, he reached in the 
middle of March. And indeed, there is archival evidence of his signing a 
document in Rennes on April 3, 1622, giving his brother power of attor- 
ney to sell the lands he had inherited from his mother.” This document 
authorized the completion of the business that his brother had begun 
in 1618-19, and it may have transferred a sum of money into his hands. 
Perhaps he had debts to pay. But Descartes would not stay long. 

The France to which he returned was in the throes of a new round 
of internal warfare. Louis XIII was pushing aside the politique policies 
of Henri IV and Marie de Medici in order to destroy the Huguenots. The 
ruling family had also, for the moment, made peace with itself, allow- 
ing it to present its ambitions less as a personal struggle to retain power 
than as an attempt to unify the kingdom. Among the other nobles of the 
day, Louis XIII commanded the greatest ability to raise military forces. 
But the duc de Montmorency—who had protected Théophile and would 
soon side with Gaston — warned that the attempt to ruin the Huguenots 
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was an attempt to bring the other rival houses to heel, for it was the 
Protestants who subsidized the princes and les grands.?8 

Descartes's friend Balzac had been in the midst of it. At the time 
Descartes had left France following the assassination of Concino Con- 
cini, Marie de Medici fled to the royal château at Blois, where she was 
told to remain. But one night in late February 1619, she made her escape 
and joined an armed escort of the duc d’Epernon and her ten-year-old 
son, Gaston d’Orléans, and together they headed an aristocratic revolt 
against her other son, the king. They occupied the seigneurie de Balzac. 
In the previous year, Balzac had published, anonymously, an open let- 
ter on behalf of his patron d’Epernon against the Keeper of the Seals, 
Guillaume Du Vair, and from then on he wrote often on the duc’s behalf 
against his enemies. D’Epernon thought so well of Balzac’s talents that 
he proposed him as personal secretary to the queen mother. One of her 
former advisers, Armand Jean du Plessis, soon to be known as Cardinal 
Richelieu, was also interviewed, in his case for the position of confes- 
sor, and he insisted on negotiations with Louis. D’Epernon decided to 
support a reconciliation, and in the home of Balzac's father, d'Épernon 
and the queen mother received a delegation of high-ranking negotia- 
tors from the king. Balzac put his ability to use by writing three let- 
ters to Louis XIII justifying the duc's actions as necessary for the good 
of the kingdom. Marie and Louis signed the Treaty of Angouléme on 
August 10, 1619. But with Richelieu on the scene, Balzac decided not to 
serve the queen mother but the youngest son of d'Épernon, Louis de La 
Valette, archbishop of Toulouse, accompanying him to Rome at the end 
of April? (Balzac returned from Rome in April 1622?? but then stayed 
away from court, so on Descartes's return to France, Balzac would not 
have been in any position to help a former acquaintance in person.) 

In 1622, the royal family having been reunited, Louis XIII began a 
new round of religious wars, accompanied by a period of severe cul- 
tural reaction. Balzac had gone to Rome in the service of the French 
bishop in whose archdiocese the city government had just horribly exe- 


cuted Giulio Cesare Vanini for atheism and blasphemy. The king him- 
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Map 2. Places associated with Descartes in northwestern Europe. Drawn by Lyse Messmer. 


self was pious. Those around Marie de Medici held a variety of views but 
were generally committed Counter-Reformation Catholics: d'Épernon 
himself, for example, had recently been warring on Huguenots in Gu- 
yenne, and Richelieu had publicly advocated France's alignment with 
the Council of Trent. Queen Anne of Austria, too, was devout, and she 
also secretly kept in close touch with her father in Spain. The policies of 
the ruling family and its supporters and retainers were consequently in- 
creasingly distasteful both to politiques, who put loyalty to the kingdom 
above religion, and to Huguenot barons, who took steps to organize 
themselves. From the spring of 1621 onward, therefore, the king had 
been moving through the country with the queen and queen mother, 
his favorite the Duke de Luynes, the Prince de Condé, and other nobles, 
officers, and soldiers, restoring his authority by forcibly seizing disobe- 
dient towns, which were often led by Huguenots, before spending the 


winter of 1621-22 in Paris. (In 1621 the queen mother was restored to the 


132 Part Four 


king’s council and began to refurbish Luxembourg Palace with the help 
of the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens; in December, Luynes died of 
a fever, leaving his recent wife, Marie de Rohan, widowed.) 

Then, about the time that Descartes reentered France, the king set 
off on campaign again. Louis XIII’s army reached Nantes later in the 
spring of 1622, and headed into Poitou, sweeping up the forces of the 
Huguenot duc du Soubise along the coast. By early summer the king’s 
troops were in the south, continuing to take Huguenot cities, sometimes 
committing horrible atrocities, as at Négrepelisse. But with the Duke of 
Rohan keeping up the fight against the king in the south, and with a 
Protestant German army under Count Mansfeld entering the French 
north, in Champaign, to create a diversion, a long siege at Montpellier 
devolved into negotiations and a treaty in October, for the moment re- 
affirming the cohabitation of the two religious parties in the kingdom?! 

Descartes’s movements in this period are little known but intrigu- 
ing. Baillet explains that having inherited his portion of his mother’s 
estates, which were in Poitou, he decided to look them over, and then 
spent the summer in Châtelleraut and Poitiers while his father went to 
Chavagnes, in the diocese of Nantes, where his second wife had prop- 
erty.” Father and son had hardly ever lived together, so it is no sur- 
prise that they did not stick together now. More curiously, however, 
they were both moving in the wake of the king’s forces. 

Although the younger Descartes now had plenty of military and 
diplomatic experience, Baillet does not mention him joining in, but 
one wonders. One of the great lords whose patronage he may have 
sought, Charles de Guise, led the action against Soubise in the region 
of La Rochelle that led to a royalist victory in October. Other great lords 
with whom he had previous contact, the duc dAngouléme and Béthune, 
the comte de Selles, had returned from their embassy to the empire 
and were now with the king. The Balzac family patron, d’Epernon, was 
there, too. So was one of Marie’s favorites, Bassompierre, being Vanini’s 
former protector and well connected to the Lorrainers: he had been on 


an embassy to Spain in 1621 but now fought against the Huguenots so 
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well that in 1622 Louis created him a marshal of France. If the martially 
experienced Descartes was seeking patronage, he may well have been 
near the court, on the move. 

The sense that Descartes must have been looking for a place is shared 
by Baillet, who mentions that Descartes’s father had nothing to offer 
him. Descartes therefore decided to return to Paris early in 1623, Bail- 
let explaining that at last the plague had left it? But that reason does 
not make sense: while plague was certainly an endemic problem in the 
period, there is no evidence of a major outbreak in Paris prior to 1623. 
Instead, it began to become troublesome later that same year.** If Bail- 
let is correct about when he visited Paris, Descartes arrived there at the 
end of February 1623 (at the beginning of Lent), a full year after his own 
return to France but just six weeks after the return of the king and his 
court to the capital city. There Descartes “tasted the peace” that Louis 
had brought his people by the suppression of the rebels, which suggests 
he was continuing to associate himself with the monarchy.** Where 
had he spent the summer, autumn, and early winter? Given his Italian 
travels, which come next, a good guess is that the sieur du Perron was in 
the service of Béthune, d'Angoulême, or another royal official, traveling 


with the court on campaign. 


Paris and the Rosicrucian Scare 


When Descartes returned to Paris, Baillet wrote, his friends were happy 
to learn from him some of the inside news about events that had tran- 
spired in the empire. Perhaps Descartes kept up with contacts con- 
nected to imperial interests. The war in the empire had continued to 
go in favor of the duke of Bavaria. A conference had been convened in 
Brussels not long after Descartes left there, where England hoped to 
negotiate a peace, but Maximilian of Bavaria continued to act aggres- 
sively, seizing Heidelberg and Mannheim. In February 1623 — about the 
time Descartes reentered Paris — Emperor Ferdinand rewarded Maxi- 


milian for his efforts by transferring to him the territories of Frederick 
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and his Palatine electoral dignity, giving a secure majority of imperial 
electoral votes to the Catholics. Even Spain thought this was a step too 
far in governing the empire, however, and these actions began to turn 
French policy, too, toward confrontation with Ferdinand. In the after- 
math, Lorraine would be caught between France and the Holy Roman 
Empire. 

But the immediate problem for France now lay in the southern 
Alps. The news from Regensburg about Maximilian coincided with Des- 
cartes’s reappearance in Paris, but he was soon on the move once again. 
According to Baillet, he left Paris after only two months, again mov- 
ing quickly. He returned to Brittany in May (to consult with his elder 
brother and possibly his father) and then to Poitou in June and July to 
see to the sale of his estates — while keeping his seigneurial title — before 
paying another brief visit to Paris on his way to Italy. Among those he 
revisited may have been Claude Mydorge and his colleague Claude 
Hardy?5 He probably also met for the first time Marin Mersenne, who 
in 1619 had taken up residence in Paris as corector of the Minims based 
at l'Annociade, their house just to the north of the new Place Royale. (If 
Descartes was attending the court, he might also have noticed two in- 
cognito English gentlemen passing through: the Duke of Buckingham 
and the Prince of Wales, who were on their way to Madrid.) 

But his intention to leave again so soon puzzled his friends. His ex- 
planation might have been dissimulating: "That a journey beyond the 
Alps, would be much to his advantage for the instructing him in busi- 
ness, and gain some experience in the World, and get acquaintance with 
men verst in Worldly affairs, which he had not yet done, adding, that, 
tho he might not return Richer, yet at least he would come back from thence 
more capable for business" (emphasis in the original)?" Or perhaps he 
really did wish to join in the world of commercial exchange, to which 
hehad been much exposed in The Netherlands and the Baltic. He would 
certainly have known that during a period of military buildup there was 
money to be made. Money was beginning to rule the world, he had ac- 


quired more than the practical mathematics necessary for keeping the 
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books, he had demonstrated an ability to run risks, and he was disposing 
of his estates so as to obtain money from their sale, so his explanation is 
not as ridiculous as it may sound. In any case, he must have decided to 
prepare the grounds for this new move in late 1622 or early 1623, since 
the sales could not be accomplished overnight. 

Baillet is very clear that Descartes had by now given up most of his 
former interests in mathematics and natural philosophy. He quotes 
Descartes writing in 1638 that fifteen years earlier (that is, 1623) he had 
“quite laid aside Geometry, and would never more meddle with the 
solution of any Probleme, but only at the request of some friend."?? Des- 
cartes had also decided that mathematics was of little importance when 
studied for its own sake instead of for use. He forgot most of his arith- 
metic, although his love for geometry persisted a while longer. But he 
remained interested in reviving the study of algebra, and in what he 
called “mathesis,” or universal mathematics. According to Baillet, Des- 
cartes also turned to the study of “physic” (physique), or medicine, which 
in determining the things that made for a good life also led to ethics. 
Although Descartes had not found the secret for preserving life, he had 
found out how not to fear death.*? John Schuster's recent study of the 
young Descartes's intellectual development gives no evidence for any 
interest in philosophy more generally at the time.*° 

Before leaving Paris, however, Descartes became implicated in the 
public fear of subversion by the Rosicrucians. In 1623, printed and manu- 
script handbills and broadsides began to appear in the city, proclaiming 
that leaders of the brotherhood had come to Paris incognito, possessing 
wonderful abilities to help their fellow men, and inviting the public to 
a meeting. A recent study of the episode argues that it was a hoax per- 
petrated by a medical student, Étienne Chaume, and his friends.“ Some 
French authors had already heard about the Rosicrucian brotherhood, 
while versions of the hermetic philosophy that underpinned the Rosi- 
crucian tracts were widespread in the writings of Raymond Lull, cabal- 
ism, astrology, and alchemy, to say nothing of the continued interest in 


the prophecies of Nostradamus and other occult studies. Some French 
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commentators at the time (such as Baillet in later years) also associated 
the Rosicrucians with a heretical sect known as the “Alumbrados” that 
had just been identified in Seville, where they were eliminated by the 
Inquisition.” Baillet indicates that Descartes, having just come from 
Germany, was accused of being one of the six leaders of the Rosicrucians 
who had secretly come to take over France, and that Mersenne in par- 
ticular—who was just then bringing out major books against all kinds 
of unorthodox views of God and nature — asked him bluntly about his 
possible involvement. The answer Descartes gave, according to Baillet, 
was that the brethren were reputed to be invisible, but that he himself 
was not, and so he continued to show himself to a “great Concourse of 
People” and the rumor died.** 

But this was no simple jest. Whereas Baillet places the episode early 
after Descartes’s return to Paris (that is, in March or April), Didier 
Kahn's investigations show the handbills to have appeared between 
mid-June and the end of July, meaning that the public association be- 
tween Descartes and the Rosicrucians would likely have been made dur- 
ing Descartes's brief visit to the city in August.“ That was a particularly 
dangerous moment. On July 11, 1623, the Parlement of Paris had issued 
orders for the arrest of Balzac’s former friend, Théophile, whom the 
Jesuit father Garasse accused of being “the head of the band of athe- 
ists” (le chef de la bande athéiste) now that Vanini had been eliminated. In 
August, Théophile was sentenced in absentia to make a public apology 
(amende honorable) before being burned at the stake; instead, he went 
into hiding, soon to be arrested at the border as he tried to make his es- 
cape to England. Influential friends would make sure that he was only 
held in prison without trial, and when he finally came to court in 1625 
he was acquitted, given that the Jesuit intrigues behind the affair were 
so obvious. But his example certainly discomfited anyone of libertine 
sympathies. 

Moreover, among the charges against Théophile was that he had 
been one of the leaders of the Rosicrucians because a Rosicrucian manu- 


script had been found among his papers. Théophile might be a scan- 
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dalous poet, but a long tradition also associated mystical philosophy 
with eros.*é There had also been other early associations between lib- 
ertines and Rosicrucian works. For instance, a historian of the move- 
ment, John Montgomery, noted that the Rosicrucian General Reforma- 
tion (Algemeine und General Reformation der gantzen weiten Welt, 1614) 
was closely based on a work of a satirist and architect from Loreto, 
Trajano Boccalini, who died in Venice in 1613, perhaps beaten to death 
for his freewheeling views." Théophile explained that the manuscript 
found among his possessions had been planted, and even went so far as 
to say that the Rosicrucian placards had been conceived as a means to 
lure freethinkers into showing themselves for the purposes of identifi- 
cation and suppression.'? 

He may have had a point. Recent work has pointed to possible con- 
nections between the Rosicrucian publications and the Jesuits. A few 
years later a conspiracy theory originating with them had it that in 1621 
an important group of influential intellectuals was plotting to replace 
Catholicism with Deism. The plot supposedly involved people later iden- 
tified with Jansenism, such as Duvergier de Hauranne, better known 
as Saint-Cyran, and possibly even Antoine Arnauld (then a boy). Anti- 
Jesuit writers including Blaise Pascal and Pierre Bayle would attack this 
purported conspiracy as a dark and dangerous fantasy meant to create 
harm.” There is even a real possibility that some of the earliest reports 
of the Rosicrucian works come from Adam Haslmayr, a schoolmaster, 
musician, and alchemist from the Tyrol, a subject of Archduke Maxi- 
milian of Austria; Maximilian is sometimes described as "completely 
devoted to the Jesuits and the Inquisition.” If the Jesuits furthered the 
publication of the Rosicrucian tracts to root out heterodoxy, they had 
some success: a friend of Haslmayr's was implicated in the publishing 
and imprisoned; the supposed Rosicrucian Haslmayr was himself sent 
to the galleys of Genoa for four and a half years.” But whatever the mer- 
its of Théophile's suspicion about supposed Rosicrucianism as a stalk- 
ing horse to identify and condemn libertines, such people as Garasse 


were not only clearly drawing associations between Rosicrucianism, 
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epicureanism, and atheism but also working the judicial system to have 
Vanini executed and Théophile set on a path intended to end at the same 
place?! The mood must have been foul. 

For Descartes to be called out by Mersenne as a Rosicrucian at that 
moment was, then, no joke. The witty answer that Baillet says he gave 
suggests that Descartes remained faithful to the chivalric code and gave 
no sign of fear. But he was in any case heading for Italy. By the end of 


August he was gone. 


The Valtellina and Rome 


Descartes again traveled to a place at the heart of current affairs: to the 
Alpine valleys known as the Valtellina. The French would postpone mili- 
tary action there for some months, but conflict in the Italian Alps was 
on the boil. Baillet says that Descartes's move was prompted by the news 
in March of the death of Monsieur Sain, who had been a tax collec- 
tor (controlleur des tailles) for Châtelleraut. Descartes was related on his 
mother's side to Sain, who was also the husband of his godmother. Actu- 
ally, in the Estates- General of 1614, Sain was listed as from Tours, coun- 
cilor of the king and treasurer general of France.?? Baillet believed that 
Sain had also taken on the position of commissary general (commissaire 
general des vivres) for the army in the Piedmont— such positions, look- 
ing after the provisioning of an army, could be extremely lucrative.’ 
The reported “pretext” (prétexte) for Descartes's journey, then, which 
he gave to his friends, was that he was both looking into the affairs of 
his relative and seeing if he himself could obtain the post of intendant 
of the army. Just in those years such offices were becoming the norm 
in the French forces, with the intendant looking after the justice and 
discipline, and finances, ofthe organization on behalf of the crown. (In- 
tendants also oversaw the provision of military hospitals and care of 
the wounded, perhaps giving Descartes an additional nudge toward an 
interest in medicine.) Some of those who held such offices rose to high 


places in the royal administration.** Descartes seems to have been seek- 
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ing to make visible in France some of the skills he had acquired abroad 
and by doing so to gain favor, since he told his friends that he would 
learn how to accomplish things in the real world. In retrospect, his ex- 
planation does seem a pretext, since he did not gain the office, but he 
seems to have returned with plenty of cash in hand. 

He headed straight to the center of action, the Valtellina. A few 
months earlier those valleys were on the minds of everyone concerned 
with international affairs, since the so-called Spanish Road ran through 
them. If Habsburg troops and supplies were to cross from Spanish-held 
Milan northeast into Austria and Germany, or northwest into Lorraine 
and the low countries, they had to pass through the Valtellina. The chief 
overlords of the valleys, the Protestant Grisons, had been supporters of 
Frederick’s election as king of Bohemia, but a large portion of the popu- 
lation was Catholic. Hard-line Catholic incendiaries had been able to 
stir up the people of the valleys, who appealed to Spain for protection, 
and troops from Milan moved in, beginning a series of bloody conflicts 
that also came to involve the Emperor Ferdinand’s brother, Archduke 
Leopold of Austria. The marquis de Bassompierre had been sent to Spain 
to insist that the valleys remain open and that the Protestants remain 
free to practice their religion, points that were inscribed in the Treaty of 
Madrid of April 1621. 

But by building a series of fortifications to protect their position in 
the valleys, the Spaniards now not only secured the way north but also 
divided Savoy from Venice.” France joined Venice and Savoy in an alli- 
ance to force Spain and Austria out of the Valtellina (the Treaty of Lyons, 
of February 1623). The alliance demanded the withdrawal of Habsburg 
forces, and Spain backed down to the extent of agreeing to turn its forts 
over to neutrals, the troops of the papacy. Even more important, follow- 
ing the death of the pope in July the non-Spanish Catholic allies man- 
aged to negotiate the election of a reforming and Francophile prince 
of Rome, Maffeo Barberini. Open war in the Alps would be postponed 
until the end of 1624, but the diplomatic confrontations were ratchet- 


ing up. 
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It was just then, in August 1623, when Descartes headed straight for 
the Valtellina. Baillet says that he traveled to Basel and then Zurich, and 
from there he could have moved farther eastward to arrive at his desti- 
nation not long after. He would easily have been in the Valtellina long 
before winter. Baillet thinks that in either Chiavenna or Tirano he must 
have met the marquis de Bagni, the cardinal and papal envoy who was 
overseeing the handover of fortifications from Spanish to papal troops 
(not to be confused with Jean Francois Guidi, the papal nuncio who was 
sometimes also known as Bagni and later also befriended Descartes). 
Nearby were French forces under the command of Francois-Annibal 
d'Estrées, marquis de Coeuvres (brother of Henri IV’s favorite mistress, 
Gabrielle d'Estrées), who would lead the French attack on the Valtellina 
atthe end of November 1624. With him was Jean-Jacques de Haraucourt, 
sieur de Haraucourt, from Lorraine, a favorite of Charles de Lorraine, 
duc de Guise’! with whom Descartes seems to have established connec- 
tions a few years earlier. It is a good guess that Descartes considered 
himself to be a competitive candidate for intendant, using his personal 
connections to gain a hearing and offering himself in place of a relative 
who had already been engaged in supplying the forces. 

But he seems to have found service not in administration but in di- 
plomacy — or perhaps the intendancy had been a pretext after all. With a 
new popeon the throne of Saint Peter, negotiations about Roman troops 
taking over from the Spaniards were ongoing, and so, Baillet says, Des- 
cartes went on to the Tyrol and Venice, stopping on the way at Innsbruck 
to visit the court of the Archduke Leopold, who also had troops in the 
Valtellina. He seems to have spent the winter in the mountains, but he 
arrived in Venice around Lent in 1624. He made sure to be there by Ro- 
gation Day —or Ascension Day, the fortieth day of Easter—to see the an- 
nual Sensa, or Wedding of the Sea, performed by the doge (which came 
early in May that year)? After he completed the business that called 
him to Venice, he also fulfilled his former promise by making a pilgrim- 
age to the Virgin Mary of Loreto. If he was finished with his business 
in Venice by mid-May, and made the roughly 250-mile (400-kilometer) 
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pilgrimage on foot, as he said he would, he might have been able to re- 
turn to the world by the end of June at the latest. Did he return to the 
Valtellina or otherwise continue to stay involved with current events? 

But then, Baillet writes, he thought again of his “pretext” of trying 
to obtain the intendancy of the French army in the Piedmont, traveling 
to Rome to negotiate about it. Curiously, however, his visit to Venice 
had coincided with an announcement by the new pope, Urban VIII, that 
there would be a jubilee year in Rome beginning at Christmas 1624. Co- 
incidentally, perhaps, Descartes arrived in Rome just before the jubilee 
opened, at Advent, the end of November; it also happened to be the 
moment when d’Estrées launched his assault in the Valtellina. In Rome, 
Descartes saw Władysław IV Vasa of Poland, who had been fighting the 
Ottomans in Moldavia during Descartes’s passage through that region 
and had been at part of the negotiations between Brandenburg and 
Prussia; he again saw Archduke Leopold, whom he had recently visited 
at Innsbruck; and he met the comte de Chiavenne, from where he had 
started his visit to the Alps. Baillet remarks that because of the jubilee, 
Descartes encountered people from every part of Europe, and given his 
passion for investigating human nature, he spent far more of his time 
looking into the affairs of men than paying attention to either the an- 
cient or modern sights of Rome. He stayed until spring 1625, when he 
accompanied the pope’s nephew, Cardinal Francesco Barberini, on the 
first stages of his embassy to Paris.9? 

Not much of this makes sense if we think of Descartes as an inde- 
pendent actor who was simply traveling for his own interest and edi- 
fication. Why would he first be traveling in a mountainous region in 
the autumn and winter while war was impending? It is an odd place to 
begin a touristic visit to Venice. His pilgrimage to Loreto was added 
to fulfill a promise he had made to himself. But then why go to Rome 
to negotiate about a French intendancy in the Alps? Why remain in the 
Eternal City for several months and not have a look at the antiquities 
and the impressive new buildings? He was too old to have a tutor in tow, 


and his behavior was quite unlike a grand tour as made by other young 
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gentlemen.” Descartes's later biographer, Charles Adam, therefore con- 
sidered Baillet to be filling in some unknown years with speculation 
about the travels based on Montaigne’s literary account of his own visit 
to Italy (which was to find a cure at the mineral baths for his illnesses — 
but Descartes was healthy). A recent biographer, Stephen Gaukroger, 
agrees that Baillet’s report must have been modeled on Montaigne’s. 
Another, Geneviéve Rodis-Lewis, is suspicious of the whole Italian jour- 
ney, moving the narrative back to his return to France in May 1625 as 
quickly as possible. The expert editors of the Historical Dictionary of Des- 
cartes and Cartesian Philosophy are also doubtful, simply noting that the 
trip to Italy was required by “other financial matters” and skipping over 
any speculations about what he did there. If Descartes was simply acting 
without purpose, it would all be most mysterious.” 

But between June and November 1624 Descartes would have had 
time to return to the French army in the Piedmont to negotiate about 
a post, or to do countless other things. Then, when he went to Rome, 
Baillet reminds us, the French ambassador was Philippe de Béthune, 
whom we know Descartes had encountered before. For his services to 
the crown Béthune had been made a Chevalier de l’ordre du Saint-Esprit 
(something like a Knight of the Bath in England).% He had been named 
to the post of special envoy (ambassade extraordinaire) to the Holy See in 
April 1624, about the time that Descartes was in Venice.“ Béthune was 
on good personal terms with the new pope: he had spent many previous 
years in Rome as a French ambassador, and he had helped ease the way 
for the former Cardinal Barberini when he traveled to Paris in 1601 as 
the papal legate to Henri IV; both men shared a Jesuit education; both 
patronized Caravaggio and other painters; and both shared interests in 
literature and natural philosophy. (In the comte’s case, his collections of 
“naturalistic” art were extremely rich, later attracting the envy of Queen 
Christina of Sweden.) 

Béthune had been sent to Rome to try to sort out the business in the 
Valtellina. When d’Estrées finally made his move in November 1624, he 


quickly took the valleys, as the forces of the pope offered little resistance 
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except at Riva and Chiavenna. Spain in turn allied with Tuscany, Parma 
and Modena, Genoa, and Lucca; a French-Savoyard army subsequently 
began an assault on the republic of Genoa in February 1625 while Venice 
promised to move against Milan. As friendly as the new pope might 
be toward France, he could not accede to these actions, and he insisted 
on the return of the fortresses. Descartes had been circulating among 
the diplomatic hot spots and then came to Rome just when the French 
attacked, when both Béthune and the papacy needed knowledgeable 
people nearby on a daily basis. With hostilities now under way, how- 
ever, the original purpose of Béthune’s embassy was coming to an end. 
In the spring, the pope went around Béthune by sending his nephew to 
Paris for negotiations. Descartes set out with that group. How could he 
not have been connected to events, as before? 

The Lorraine connection might have still been active, too. At the 
beginning of 1625, someone working for Richelieu’s confidant, Father 
Joseph, transmitted a plan to Louis XIII from Archduke Leopold that 
would have made for a “Holy Alliance”: aside from France, the archduke 
of Tuscany would control southern Europe, the duke of Bavaria would 
rule the Holy Roman Empire, and the duke of Lorraine would rule the 
low countries. Strange dreams were continuing to surface. 

Nevertheless, being in Rome at that moment would have a profound 
effect for Descartes's future intellectual program. With the new pope 
in place, the city was abuzz with intellectual promise. Intellectual re- 
formers anticipated that they would be allowed to set Catholic think- 
ing back on the surest path toward a universal understanding of God, 
through the study of his creation. Among those making a stir in print 
as well as conversation were the "new philosophers," who often called 
themselves “virtuosi.” Libertines such as Giulio Cesare Vanini had ex- 
cited court circles in France about the view from Padua more than a 
decade earlier. In Padua, freethinking philosophers and physicians con- 
tinued to develop ways to show that mathematical and physical investi- 
gations of the material world, on the basis of epicurean atomism, could 


explain all phenomena. Cesare Cremonini was teaching such views 
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at the time Descartes visited Venice. Additionally, Santorio Santorio 
had just stepped down from the Paduan chair of theoretical medicine, 
having made the case for explanations of living bodies based on num- 
ber and matter, with the first edition of his Ars de statica medica (1614) 
presenting one of the most important early works to use quantitative 
approaches to medicine.® By several times a day systematically weigh- 
ing himself, his food and drink, and all his evacuations, he proved the 
existence of “insensible perspiration.” Whether Descartes was directly 
connected with Santorio is unknown, but if he did express an interest in 
medical theory while he was in Italy, it is hard to imagine that Santorio’s 
work would not have been a part of the conversation. In Rome itself, the 
Calabrian monk, Tommaso Campanella, objected to the Paduan line as 
atheistical but at the same time turned anti-Aristotelianism into a paean 
for the unity of corporeal nature and animal spiritus. He was then help- 
ing Urban VIII to combat astrological rumors of the pope’s impending 
death.°’ 

Most notably, a friend of the new pope, and of Cremonini and Santo- 
rio, Galileo Galilei— former mathematician and engineer of Padua, now 
philosopher to the grand duke of Florence—had recently published The 
Assayer. A copy of the book had been presented to Urban VIII with his 
approbation on October 27, 1623, about the time that Descartes arrived 
in the Valtellina, and everyone was discussing it.°* Taking the form of a 
witty and entertaining discourse, it offered a program not only for de- 
fending heliocentrism but also for explaining all the knowledge we have 
of the world as coming via the senses, while they in turn were explained 
as responding to particles of matter. Heat, for instance, was not a quality 
per se but a sensation resulting from fiery particles. The material stuff of 
which the world was made could be subjected to analytical investigation 
and described mathematically according to its movement in the three 
dimensions. Even a year later, the book must have been among the 
many subjects discussed by the French delegation. For Descartes, with 
a sound familiarity with the world from which Galileo had emerged, 


hearing the familiar echoes of Epicureanism reformulated in terms that 
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a military engineer could appreciate must have been exciting. In all like- 
lihood, like the meeting with Beeckman in 1618, it pulled Descartes back 
into the orbit of natural philosophical debates, for he was clearly re- 
engaged in them by the time he returned to Paris. 

Perhaps Descartes even met Galileo. There was more than enough 
time for a journey to Florence between his visit to Loreto and his entry 
into Rome (which was perhaps as long as five months); from April 
through June 1624 Galileo was himself in Rome, but Descartes could 
have visited Florence later in the summer or autumn. Having returned 
from his recent successes in Rome, the sixty-year-old Galileo was then 
living south of the Arno in the hills overlooking Florence and tending 
his garden.” But he was not a recluse, and he received many visitors. If 
Descartes’s interest in mathematics or philosophy had been rekindled — 
unknown but likely—then he might well have taken the time to visit. 
Or perhaps he stopped by when he departed Rome with Francesco Bar- 
berini, who had recently been tutored by, and would remain person- 
ally very supportive of, the virtuoso; also accompanying Barberini was 
Giovanni di Guevara, who had been appointed to examine The Assayer 
with a critical eye but instead became a defender of it." Moreover, Des- 
cartes’s first biographer, Pierre Borel, insisted that the two had met? 
In 1633, however, when Galileo was famously condemned by the Inqui- 
sition, Descartes wrote Marin Mersenne a series of letters disavowing 
any interest in Galileo’s work while at the same time saying that he was 
burying all that he himself had been writing for the past three years 
because he did not wish to contradict any official declarations of the 
church.? When asked directly by Mersenne, he said he never had seen 
Galileo (je ne l ay jamais và), nor communicated with him, nor found 
anything in his books that gave rise to a feeling of envy or admiration 
other than his views on music. That is a full and complete denial, which 
Baillet accepted as a declaration of the truth.” But it is clear that Des- 
cartes knew and respected Galileo's work, if no more. 

Human interventions continued to demonstrate other ways in 


which power over bodies might affect minds, however. Cremonini him- 
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self very carefully avoided confrontation with the Inquisition, even re- 
fusing to look into his friend Galileo’s telescope. Despite Campanella’s 
current assistance to the pope, most of his works were written in prison, 
where after initial severe torture he spent almost twenty-seven years. 
(He was released to Rome in 1626, escaping to France in 1634.) More 
immediately, Descartes arrived in Rome only a few weeks before the 
burning of the remains of the ecumenical Cardinal Marc Antonio de 
Dominis and his books in the Campo dei Fiori of Rome on December 
21, 1624. De Dominis had once been an archbishop who came to resent 
papal interference and sided with Venice during the papal interdict of 
1606-7. In Venice he also wrote a work on how the refractions and re- 
flections of light on droplets of water could create the effects of the rain- 
bow, a theory often credited to Descartes." Afterward threatened by 
the Inquisition, de Dominis left for England, where he wrote about the 
superiority of the bishops over papal monarchy and saw Sarpi’s History 
of the Council of Trent through the press. But unhappy in London, he 
went to Brussels, recanted, returned to Rome, and was readmitted to 
offices in the church. For confessing that he believed that a reunion of 
the Christian churches was possible, however, he was imprisoned, and 
was awaiting trial by the Inquisition when he died in September. After 
the posthumous verdict against him, his bodily remains were dragged 
through the streets and publicly burned. Being in the city at the time, 
Descartes could not have missed the message being sent about the po- 
litical pretensions of Rome, even with a cultivated Barberini in charge. 

At the end of March 1625, Descartes set off to Paris in the company 
of Cardinal Francesco Barberini’s delegation, which would make de- 
mands related to the Valtellina. Baillet says that he felt it was an impor- 
tant courtesy to help in this way, indicating a friendly relationship with 
the cardinal.” 

But on the way, Descartes left Barberini to attend the siege of Gavi. 
France had supported the attack on Genoa by the Duke of Savoy, con- 
tributing French troops under Francois de Bonne, duc de Lesdiguié- 
res and constable of France, reinforced by soldiers from the Valtellina 


under d’Estrées. The allied army had moved quickly through Genoese 
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territory but then stopped to take the fortress at Gavi, which resisted. It 
capitulated on April 22, but the delay had given time to the city of Genoa 
to prepare its own defense, and with naval support from the Dutch and 
British failing to materialize, the Spaniards broke through the French 
naval blockade in August to relieve the city.” Descartes followed the 
French troops for a while after Gavi, but then he turned toward Turin, 
where he met Christine, the young princess of Piedmont (and daughter 
of Marie de Medici): her husband, Victor Amadeus, was with his father 
the Duke of Savoy outside Genoa. Perhaps Descartes was continuing to 
seek patronage in service to one of the armies, but it seems more likely 
that he was acting on behalf of someone. 

At last Descartes returned to France via the Swiss passes— where he 
took notice of avalanches— meaning that he must have gone through 
Aosta and Chamonix to Geneva and then Lyon.”* From Lyon and Poi- 
tou he sent a now-lost letter to his godmother explaining what he had 
been able to discover about her husband’s business with the army of the 
Piedmont, and another from Châtelleraut to his father dated June 24, 
1625, discussing the possibility of taking on the position of lieutenant 
general in the city— which, as we have seen, coincided with aristocratic 
plotting and Richelieu's cold-blooded reaction; it would not work out.7° 
After the better part of a decade, Descartes had returned to France. But 


he would find no peace. 


Descartes was now well experienced in the ways of the world. As Bail- 
let insists, his time had been spent far more on the study of humankind 
than on anything else. His movements from 1621 to 1625 were closely as- 
sociated with the major events in Europe, first with the imperial armies 
in Germany, but also with the French embassy sent to forestall the war. 
For a while he put his engineering abilities to use, but the death of the 
count of Bucquoy meant the death of a possible military patron. After 
the defeats in Hungary, he had moved through the southern Baltic, per- 
haps on business related to the junior Palatine house. When back in the 


low countries, he certainly kept a watch on events in Jülich from the 
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imperial side. Then in France he is likely to have been with the king’s 
army on campaign, too. He stopped only briefly in Paris, coincidently 
with the Rosicrucian scare, since the sale of his estates went forward 
and he made a rapid departure into the Italian Alps, in the midst of war, 
perhaps seeking a military administrative office but certainly moving 
among the diplomatic hot spots. Then, after fulfilling his vow to visit 
Loreto, he was in Rome for the opening of the papal jubilee, just when 
the French attack on the Valtellina began, again visiting with dignitaries 
and keeping a watch on the human comedy rather than attending to the 
sights. He must have encountered the latest discussions about the new 
philosophy while there, as well. His return to France began in the com- 
pany of the papal envoy but was delayed by yet further military inter- 
ests. The certainties of his world had come apart, he had survived real 
threats of death on more than one occasion, and he was truly speaking 
to power. He kept moving. 

How one wishes to know for whom he was working or from whom 
he was seeking office, or to know the several persons! Bourbon, Guise, 
Lorraine, Sully, Wittelsbach, perhaps Denmark, Barberini, even Savoy, 
each in their turn or all together might apply, but certainly not either 
Jesuits or Huguenots. The simplest explanation holding them together 
is that Descartes remained loyal to the interests of the queen mother. In 
any case, none of the possible connections would have identified him 
as disloyal to France, although from the mid-1620s onward, that would 
change. In a different world some decades later, Baillet clearly thought it 
best to avoid the subject. The efforts of Louis XIII to eliminate all inter- 
nal opposition and to physically control Savoy and Lorraine would con- 
tinue to stir many nobles to dissent, sometimes to take up arms against 
him. Many of the persons in the kingdom whom Descartes is likely to 
have served would, in the end, not sit happily at the young king's table. 
By Baillet's day, Lorraine, for example, had been reclaimed by France, 
driving the ruling house into service to Louis XIV's enemies, the Vien- 
nese Habsburgs. 


The sieur du Perron may, however, have stumbled across another ap- 
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proach to bridging division and uniting the world: he had bumped up 
against the illuminating excitement of Galileo’s physicalist explanations 
of nature and our body’s sensations of the world. Resolving human con- 
flict not by burning heretics and atheists, or executing dissenters, but by 
burning away all the fantasies that could not be established on the basis 
of clear and distinct ideas, the kind of evidence that existed in three 
dimensions rather than in unverifiable qualitative attributes: creating 
harmony and bodily betterment by establishing the real facts: a noble, 
universal, millenarian dream. We know at least that he placed much 
weight on dreams and the truths spoken by poets. Perhaps powers other 
than the sword now pointed a way forward. 


PART 5 


The Struggle for France 


From June 1625 for the next three and a half years, René Descartes 
would base his activities in Paris. But they are just as mysterious as his 
earlier years abroad. He remained without a visible patron, but he was 
nevertheless connected. He dropped the project to purchase the office 
of lieutenant general of Châtellerault, probably for the same reason 
that he broke with his father: he had associations among the discon- 
tented nobles. Cardinal Richelieu imprisoned some of them and exe- 
cuted the comte de Chalais as a warning to the rest. Descartes seems 
to have wanted to keep his head down, but his friends thought he was 
slipping off for secret meetings. When he did resurface, it was to join in 
assemblies where the latest ideas were being discussed, or to fight for 
the crown against England at La Rochelle, as did most of the nobility. He 
continued to remain on good terms with charismatic reformers within 
the church. But when he was finally flushed into the open, it was to raise 
questions about the principles on which one of the chief policies of Car- 
dinal Richelieu was being erected, and he felt the ground slip from be- 
neath his feet. Like so many who could not abide King Louis XIII's chief 


minister, Descartes would flee into exile. 
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Problems with the Cardinal 


The conventional account of Descartes’s period in Paris, between mid- 
1625 and the end of 1628, is that he lived quietly in order to begin de- 
veloping his ideas about a “corpuscular-mechanical” philosophy asso- 
ciated with mathematics. The seventeenth-century biographer Adrien 
Baillet himself began the tradition of treating the later time in Paris as 
a period of quiet and reflection for Descartes, describing these years as 
more or less the makings of a philosopher-monk. Indeed, it is agreed by 
most commentators that by the mid-1620s, Descartes had solved some 
genuinely fundamental problems in analytical mathematics by using 
the equivalent of cubic and quadratic equations, and in 1626 or 1627 he 
developed his law of the refraction of light and began to apply it to the 
making of lenses. He was also drafting rules of reasoning.’ The study of 
light was also replete with overtones about the quintessence from which 
the world was made, so some of his metaphysical views may have been 
shaped in Paris, too, building anew from materials left from the ruins 
of Aristotle and Galen and ongoing intense public scrutiny of Epicurean 
and hermetic philosophies. Baillet had already noted that Descartes had 
been pursuing his thoughts about physique from 1623, his Italian period. 
All these studies would provide the foundation for his later publica- 
tions, which appeared from 1637 onward. 

Descartes did not carry on his studies alone, however. He was able 
to pursue the work in optics with his previous acquaintance, Claude 
Mydorge, and others. Over time Mydorge would be best known for 
his work on “catoptrics” (the study of reflective surfaces such as mir- 
rors) while Descartes would publish on “dioptrics” (the study of refrac- 
tive bodies such as lenses); the first also published on parabolic curves 
while the second did so on hyperbolic curves. Apparently the wealthy 
Mydorge funded their work, and they employed Guillaume Ferrier as 
their talented artisan, who—following Descartes’s own example as a 
fine master of the art of cutting glass —was able to produce better burn- 


ing mirrors and magnifying lenses based on their studies. According to 
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Baillet, Jean-Baptiste Morin, an astrologer and projector who remained 
opposed to Copernicanism, helped Descartes secure instruments for his 
investigations, and so he may have been involved in the optical studies, 
too. Descartes’s friend Etienne de Villebressieu—an alchemist, physi- 
cian, and royal engineer—is another who may have joined in their ex- 
perimental work at the time. The outspoken friar Marin Mersenne was 
then arguing that such studies in natural sciences would not only sup- 
port a true understanding of God’s ways but would also make prognos- 
tications more accurate.” According to Baillet, however, Descartes found 
that he was being led into abstruse sciences again and turned back again 
to “the study of man.” Baillet had said that, too, about Descartes's time 
in central Europe, and about his Roman period: it seems to be a broad 
hint about periods when human relations were consuming Descartes's 
attention. 

Baillet drops further hints as well. The chevalier had not yet decided 
on a stable profession and therefore he insensibly fell into being noth- 
ing in particular, we are told — meaning, one assumes, that he found few 
opportunities for advancement at court or in government. Did he now 
have the wrong friends? After much deliberation, then, he decided to 
continue on his course, cultivating his reason and advancing truth to the 
extent possible. He had such contentment from this decision that noth- 
ing was sweeter to him than to close his ears to the world, Baillet says: 
this description in turns suggests that Descartes had decided to follow 
his conscience rather than make obeisance to authority. Baillet insists, 
too, that Descartes was also fortunate not to be a slave to the vicious 
passions that attract the young. For Baillet, Descartes kept to the piety 
he had learned at La Fléche and put more emphasis on living morally 
than on outward devotion — which we could turn around to mean that 
he cultivated an inward-looking faith, possibly even opposed to the new 
orthodoxy of ceremonial conformity being introduced to France by 
Cardinal Richelieu. And finally, Baillet says, Descartes was far removed 
from being a libertine. 


That last comment of Baillet's sounds especially defensive. It is an 
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effort to distance Descartes completely from any earlier entanglements 
with libertinism in a period when such associations brought real dan- 
ger. In December 1627, Richelieu would explain to the Assembly of 
Notables that libertinism had to be suppressed even more vigorously 
than Protestantism.” The execution of Giulio Cesare Vanini had begun 
a period of reaction. In 1624 three speakers had been exiled from Paris 
for planning to hold a meeting at which anti-Aristotelian propositions 
were to be proclaimed Théophile de Viau's trial occurred in September 
1625, only a few weeks after Descartes’s return. Baillet’s comment might 
also be connected to his further insistence that a few weeks after re- 
turning from Italy, Descartes paid a visit to the royal court at Fontaine- 
bleau and again met Cardinal Francesco Barberini, to whom he recom- 
mended some of his friends, including Théophile’s former friend, Guez 
de Balzac: Balzac had come under attack from Father Goulu, general of 
the austere order of the Feuillants and one of the most vocal of the re- 
actionaries.” Descartes would continue to defend his friend energeti- 
cally. But clearly the mood in Paris was rapidly shifting toward neces- 
sary conformity to Tridentine Catholicism, which was in turn shaped 
by neo-Aristotelian theology, and apparently Descartes and his friends 
were anxious. The era of Richelieu would not be easy for them. 

What might Baillet have meant, then, about Descartes's return to 
"the study of man" in preference to more abstract lines of reasoning? 
We might assume that the life of his mind was occupied with many 
problems. But while Baillet continued to avoid direct discussion of the 
political world in which Descartes found himself, he dropped many 
pointed hints about his subject's continued involvement with the af- 
fairs of France. 

After all, the political situation in France remained fraught. Riche- 
lieu continued to grow rapidly in power as he sought to bring to heel 
both the great nobles and the Huguenots. At the insistence of Marie de 
Medici, her son had in April 1624 procured her client a cardinal's cap 
and a seat at his council table, and Richelieu was offering advice and 


acquiring offices that would soon make the king entirely dependent on 


The Struggle for France 155 


him. He had advocated the war in Italy because it served to undermine 
the ancient enemy Spain, but it offended Catholic devóts in France while 
also alienating Venice and turning the new Francophile pope into an 
adversary. At the same time, it gave the Huguenots an opportunity to 
make trouble while the crown was otherwise occupied, with the baron 
de Soubise seizing the isles of Ré and Oléron off the Atlantic coast near 
La Rochelle. The marriage in 1625 of the king’s sister, Henrietta Maria, 
to the king of England, was a bright spot, tainted only by the Duke of 
Buckingham’s embarrassing courtship of the queen herself, but while 
it wrapped up the dynastic strategy of Marie de Medici that went back 
many years, it, too, would soon bring further trouble for the cardinal. 

In other words, both the successes and missteps of Richelieu were 
turning him into the chief focus of aristocratic discontent with the di- 
rection of the king’s government. The Spanish-born Queen Anne was 
becoming dependent on Marie de Rohan, duchesse de Chevreuse, who 
was more and more openly Richelieu's enemy, while others were co- 
alescing around Marie de Medici and her younger son Gaston. The old 
politique policies that had been meant to unite the country through law 
and negotiation were being discarded in favor of loyalty to the persons 
of the king and minister, while many of the aristocrats Descartes had 
once sought out were being sidelined or gradually driven into oppo- 
sition. 

Baillet notes Descartes's caution: "Seeing nothing that continued 
in the same state and condition" since he last resided in Paris, he did 
not commit himself to any faction, going along with whatever seemed 
right. Baillet also makes a comment that suggests the young cavalier 
was going out of his way not to give personal offense: "he lived in all 
appearance after the same manner as they do, who being out of em- 
ployment, think of nothing else but to live a sweet peaceable innocent 
Life in the Eyes of Men.” Descartes therefore made sure that his deport- 
ment had “nothing that smell'd of singularity in it": that is, he made cer- 
tain that he did not become identified with those in opposition. In the 


end, Descartes was able to go about his "designs" without "producing ill 
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effects in the Eyes or Imagination of others,” so that no one “contrived 
to put an obstacle” in his way. He was successfully keeping his head be- 
neath the parapet. But in a period of growing factionalism, neutrality 
also kept him publicly sidelined.’ 

But perhaps Baillet’s comment about how Descartes turned away 
from abstract contemplations to “the study of man” meant that he was 
inevitably becoming involved with the factional positioning within 
France after all? Most of what Baillet conveyed about Descartes during 
these years came from the recollections of the friend of the family with 
whom Descartes made his visit to Poitou and Rennes in the summer 
of 1626, Nicolas Le Vasseur, sieur d’Etioles. In Paris, Descartes lodged 
with him, perhaps as early as his return from Italy. As receiver general 
of finances, Le Vasseur would have been working under a new council 
of two senior ministers for finance (Surintendants des finances), one of 
whom was Michel de Marillac, who later died in prison for supporting 
Marie de Medici against Richelieu. Since Descartes was himself unsuc- 
cessful in finding an office, Le Vasseur apparently engaged Descartes in 
his own work: Baillet comments that in arranging things with Le Vas- 
seur, Descartes had “procured himself a kind of Settlement in Paris."? He 
was, after all, good with numbers. It might also have brought him into 
contact with Marillac himself or others of similar views. 

Le Vasseur later passed on a report of some odd behavior on the 
part of Descartes. After returning from that visit to Chatelleraut and 
his father in the spring and summer of 1626, during the period leading 
up to the execution of the comte de Chalais, his guest moved out and 
took lodgings in the Fauxbourg Saint-Germain-des-Prés (named “little 
Geneva” in the later sixteenth century because of the high concentra- 
tion of Huguenots there)? But some of his friends, such as Mydorge and 
Mersenne, told everyone where he was, causing many visitors to call 
on him, which forced him to return to Le Vasseur’s. Were they naively 
trying to keep him thinking about natural philosophy, or keeping their 
friend from suspicion by making it impossible for him to remain in- 


cognito? Even more curious, after his return to Le Vasseur’s, Descartes 
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would disappear from time to time without notice or excuse and re- 
appear days later just as suddenly, without explanation although with 
very polite apologies: Le Vasseur’s wife, Descartes’s hostess, was quite 
understandably irritated by this behavior, we are informed. Le Vasseur 
understood that Descartes had taken a room elsewhere in the city where 
he could meet with a select few friends in secret, but he knew nothing 
more. 

Finally, after Descartes had disappeared for a considerable period, 
Le Vasseur was able to lay hands on Descartes’s valet when they crossed 
paths in a market street, and he forced him to lead him to his master. 
Le Vasseur spied for some time through the keyhole, and although it 
was late in the morning, he saw Descartes lying abed and occasionally 
turning to a bedside table to write things down. This is the origin of the 
often-told story that Descartes did his best work while lying about. But 
one can imagine other reasons than philosophy for such unusual privacy 
and note taking, such as having been out all night, and not only for love. 
After watching for a while, Le Vasseur finally burst in and brought Des- 
cartes back to his house.” Was he, too, trying to keep his young protégé 
out of the clutches of Richelieu, whose nose for identifying possible dis- 
loyalty was acute? That might have implicated Le Vasseur himself. 

The attentions of the cardinal were clearly worrying many of those 
who attended one or more of the several informal assemblies meeting in 
the city, sometimes called academies and other times salons. Madeleine 
de Scudéry, for instance, had to worry about the possibility of spies cir- 
culating through her salon, so she insisted that speaking of politics and 
religion was “taboo.” Consequently “both salon habitués and academi- 
cians resorted to code names, metaphors, veiled allusions, well-placed 
silence, and other devices” to communicate their views.” The salon of 
the Protestant Marie des Loges, much frequented not only by Balzac 
but also by Gaston d'Orléans, became such a concern for Richelieu that 
he forced her to retire to the countryside in early 1629. Catherine de 
Vivonne, marquise de Rambouillet, host of one of the most vigorous 


meetings of the period, received guests at her hétel (urban palace) from 
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her lit de repos (daybed—not unlike a modern settee or couch) in her 
chambre bleue (blue room): her salon is often described as a predeces- 
sor to the Academie francaise, the distinguished literary institution 
founded by Richelieu in 1635. Yet Richelieu apparently worried about 
how her salon might be breeding subversion and sought to recruit her 
as an informant. “It was only through her connection to his niece, Mme 
de Combalet, that she was able to resist his orders.” Coincidentally too, 
perhaps, the Madame de Combalet who intervened with Richelieu for 
Rambouillet — better known by the title she took in 1638, the duchesse 
d'Aiguillon — may have been the person that Descartes had in mind when 
he later thanked a lady for her help in getting his Discours approved for 
publication. Rambouillet’s les précieux were known in part for cultivat- 
ing honnêteté, modeling the correct behavior that Descartes was imitat- 
ing. Perhaps Descartes attended one of the salons with his friend Guez 
de Balzac, which would have given him the chance to cross paths with 
Gaston, a passionate reader of Honoré d’Urfé’s huge and complex LAs- 
trée (1607-27), which contains many passages that interweave consider- 
ations of spiritual and carnal love in imitation of the ancient pagans.’ 
“Monsieur” (Gaston) was certainly becoming a focus of discontent and 
a constant problem for the cardinal. 

In Baillet's description ofa regular weekly meeting at Le Vasseur's — 
which he claims was a proto- Académie française — he hints at the politi- 
cal sensitivities, writing that the group resisted being taken under the 
cardinal’s protection." The hint is strengthened when Baillet writes that 
the academy included "M. De Argues" of Lyon: this is Girard Desargues, 
a mathematician and engineer associated with the foundation of pro- 
jective geometry who also played an important role in the siege of La 
Rochelle. Desargues apparently made Descartes known to Richelieu but, 
we are informed, although he acknowledged that he was much obliged, 
Descartes did not wish to gain anything from the introduction —a 
roundabout way of saying that Descartes had been noticed but did his 
best to keep his distance without giving offense.? Two other members of 


the assemblée (assembly) were associated with the cardinal, too: Jean de 
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Silhon, a philosopher who would defend Richelieu's idea of raison d'état 
(“reason of state"), and Morin, who would later attack Descartes's work. 
Baillet insists, however, that at the time Descartes and Morin remained 
respectful of each other. 

But many more people in the group were not friends of Richelieu. 
One of the members of the group was a prince of the blood, the august 
Gaston Henri de Bourbon, son of Henri IV by his mistress Catherine 
Henriette de Balzac d'Entragues. He was bishop of Metz— a bishopric 
controlled by the house of Lorraine — and later became duc de Verneuil; 
Verneuil is known to have been deeply involved with the Chalais plot 
that the duchesse de Chevreuse helped organize on behalf of Gaston. 
In 1622 his sister married the son of the duc d'Épernon (Balzac's former 
patron), who would become one of Richelieu's enemies, too. Several 
members ofthe group were followers ofthe duc d'Orléans. For instance, 
there was a soldier-author whom Descartes had met at the siege of Gavi, 
Pierre de Boissat. Boissat was one of the gentlemen of Gaston's formal 
retinue. He was also a frequenter of Rambouillet's salon, a friend of 
Théophile in his last months, and later close to Théophile's lover, Jacques 
Vallée, sieur des Barreaux (who was also one of Gaston's gentlemen.) 
"M. de Picot, prior of Rouvre,” is better known as Abbé Claude Picot, 
later called Descartes's "agent concerning his domestick affairs"; he, too, 
was associated with Barreaux.2° There was M. Jumeau, prior of Saint 
Croix and former tutor to Gaston. There was the intendant of the duc 
de la Rochefoucault, Jacques de Serisay, who also attended Gournay's 
salon;?^ his master, the duke, was later deeply involved with the duch- 
esse de Chevreuse and Queen Anne. Of course, Descartes's good friend 
Guez de Balzac attended, and as we shall see, he would come under per- 
sonal attack by the cardinal in later 1628. 

A final set of members of Le Vasseur's academy are more difficult to 
place. Among them were Descartes's mathematical friends, Mydorge 
and Hardy, who were both members of the parlement of Paris, often at 
loggerheads with Richelieu. Another mathematician, M. de Beaune, 


sieur de Gouliou, was a conseiller (judge) of the présidial (tribunal) of 
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Blois, and yet an additional mathematician was the royal secretary, Jean 
Beaugrand, both of whom were undoubtedly loyal to the government, 
but for the moment the government included followers of Marie de 
Medici and Gaston as well as Louis. A little-known figure who would 
be close to Descartes for many years to come was Villebressieu, origi- 
nally from Grenoble. Taken together, Baillet lists a relatively diverse 
group but one that on balance was aristocratic, libertine, and natural- 
istic in orientation, perhaps even a center of heterodox opinion—and 
distinctly leaning toward the party of discontent. 

In addition, there were a few members of the group in religious 
orders who also probably had different agendas than the cardinal’s. 
Guillaume Gibieuf, a doctor of the Sorbonne and priest of the Ora- 
torian order, was said to be one of Descartes’s “principle friends” in 
the academy. The Oratorians would later become powerful supporters 
of Descartes’s views, and Gaston considered himself the protector of 
the order and chose his confessors from among them rather than the 
Jesuits? (At the time, his confessor was Father Charles de Condren, 
who was deeply interested in alchemy.*) Outside of France, the Ora- 
torians were a kind of voluntary association of laypeople and clerics 
who met together to share a charismatic faith through prayer, song, 
and teaching, having first been organized by Philip Neri, a Roman who 
modeled his life after the example of Jesus Christ and the apostles. Their 
aim was to revive “the primitive spirit of the early Christian Church,” 
although like many other Catholic groups of Descartes’s era, they also 
fostered the worship of the Virgin Mary.”* In France, however, with the 
help of Marie de Medici, Father Pierre de Bérulle founded an Oratorian 
order that lived according to the direction of a superior-general (him- 
self and his successors).2° The Oratorians were in the forefront of re- 
introducing Catholic services to England, too, with Bérulle heading up a 
delegation of a dozen of them who accompanied Queen Henrietta Maria 
to London in 1625 to found her chapel. 

If we look ahead to when Descartes published his philosophical 
writings, it is noticeable that many Oratorian principles were consis- 


tent with Descartes’s metaphysics. French Oratorians emphasized not 
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only the primitive church but the faithful intuition of God over doc- 
trine, being especially negative toward Aristotelian-based rationalism 
with all its abstract terminology. As a part of their encouragement of 
lay piety, they urged ordinary people not only to follow their contem- 
plative religious inclinations in their daily lives but also to engage in 
acts of charity. Bérulle was, for instance, instrumental in introducing 
the Order of the Blessed Virgin Mary of Mount Carmel into France in 
the charismatic form recently expressed by Teresa of Avila, while he 
also became the spiritual director of Vincent de Paul, who in turn orga- 
nized the Dames de la Charité to help the poor and to ransom Christian 
galley slaves from North African states? The duchesse d'Aiguillon had 
begun the process of becoming a Carmelite before being pulled out of 
the convent by her uncle, Richelieu; after his death, she devoted herself 
and her huge inheritance to De Paul and his ladies of charity. In terms of 
religious politics, the Oratorians composed a key part of a loose group- 
ing called les bons Français (the good French), Catholic but Gallican re- 
formers. The Oratorians would do more than any other group after the 
death of Descartes to spread his reputation as an important philosopher, 
excepting only some among the Jansenists, who in turn were early on 
associated with the Oratorians.?7 

Mersenne was not mentioned. Perhaps he only became well ac- 
quainted with Descartes shortly before Descartes departed from Paris. 
Mersenne had taken vows as a Minim friar, which meant an ascetic life 
that included abstinence from meat and dairy products and going bare- 
foot or in sandals (discalced). The order included such people as the 
charitable mystic Francis de Sales (later sainted by the church), who 
promoted the adoration of the Virgin Mary and consulted with Bérulle 
about the Carmelites. But Mersenne was also associated with the duc 
d'Orléans, having dedicated his 1625 book (La Vérité des Sciences, or The 
Truth of the Sciences) to the prince. Its agenda was to use the new sci- 
ences, particularly those rooted in physical and mathematical studies, to 
support a verifiable natural philosophy. Its dedication identifies Gaston 
as the tutelary génie behind the savants his day. Gaston’s “true science” 


(science véritable: Mersenne’s phrase) included not only alchemy but the 
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use of mathematical compasses for the study of astronomy, fashioned 
by the excellent instrument maker Ferrier, with whom Descartes also 
worked? Perhaps it is only a coincidence that Le Vasseur reported Des- 
cartes as dressing in green taffeta, the color in which Anne of Austria 
and Gaston d'Orléans dressed their servants??? 

Perhaps it was also through these circles that the court artist, Simon 
Vouet, created a portrait of Descartes (as recently discovered by Alex- 
ander Marr; fig. 11)? Vouet did much work for the Oratorians.** He had 
recently acquired a new method that allowed him to sketch with pas- 
tels?? Vouet may have met Descartes in Rome, where he was on good 
terms with the Barberinis and no doubt on similar terms with the con- 
noisseur Béthune as well, but he had returned to Paris in late Novem- 
ber 1627, giving him a chance to capture this image of Descartes over 
the winter—he depicted many young courtiers around the king. An- 
other member of Le Vasseur's academy was "M. Sarazin,” who is prob- 
ably the sculptor Jacques Sarazin, who returned to Paris from Italy in 
1628 and married Vouet's niece. (He would later execute a bust of Gaston 
d'Orléans as Hercules?) In Vouet's portrait, Descartes is captured with 
hair that flows down to the length of his jaw, a bit shorter than in his 
later portraits. Since the Italians wore much shorter hair, perhaps Des- 
cartes had just begun to grow it out to the shoulder length of French 
courtiers (and Dutch patricians) that one sees in his later depictions. He 
also has a moustache with upturned ends and a beard on the lower lip 
and chin clipped short, also common among courtiers and their imita- 
tors, which he would keep to the end of his life. Vouet's depiction of his 
mouth makes him look pleased with himself and the world, but the eyes 
are full of melancholy. 

Other hints about Descartes's personal circles in Paris suggest that 
he continued to keep up relationships with even less conventional fig- 
ures, too. A letter of Balzac to Descartes from March 30, 1628, asks him 
to please remember that his friends in Paris are awaiting "De l'Histoire de 
vostre Esprit,” something that might now be called an autobiographical 
reflection.** Descartes had promised Balzac this account in the presence 


of Pére Clitophon, called in ordinary speech M. de Gersan. Gersan has 
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Figure 11. René Descartes, c. 1628, as identified by Alexander Marr, in Head of a Man 
Wearing a Collar. Pastel sketch by Simon Vouet, Musée du Louvre. © RMN-Grand 
Palais / Art Resource, New York. 


been identified as Francois du Soucy, sieur de Gersan or Gerzan, a nov- 
elist who wrote two alchemical treatises and whose interest in hermetic 
philosophy has led some observers to suspect him of Rosicrucianism.? 
Moreover, according to a letter of 1631, Descartes's friend Villebressieu 


had been conducting experiments on metals for twelve years, a line 
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of inquiry associated with alchemical interests; in a written comment 
commending Villebressieu’s work, Descartes suggests that he himself 
had participated in the trials as well.*° He had apparently not given up 
his curiosity about the occult philosophy. 


The Campaign for La Rochelle 


The summer of 1626 may have been disappointing for Descartes given 
the sad business of Chalais, the apparent rupture with his father, and his 
setting aside any interest in the lieutenancy. It was apparently followed 
by the strange absences from Le Vasseur’s lodgings that suggest clan- 
destine meetings. The late summer of 1627 would be even busier, since 
Descartes would be involved in some of the opening actions related to 
the siege of La Rochelle. 

Borel, Baillet, and other early biographers insist that Descartes took 
part in the campaign, and although more modern authors have ex- 
pressed doubts, it seems to be true.” The discovery in the early twen- 
tieth century of the journal of his Dutch friend Isaac Beeckman places 
Descartes in the city of Dordrecht on October 8, 1628, before completion 
of the siege, so doubts are understandable?? But they seem to be dis- 
pelled by an entry probably referring to Descartes in Richelieu's papers, 
previously unnoticed, dated November 8, 1627: "Le cap"* Descart" is 
listed among the captains of a fleet of ships sent to relieve the royal 
citadel of Saint Martin de Ré? In fact, this “Descart” is listed as second 
in command of the exploit, the visadmiral (vice admiral). If this is our 
man, then he certainly took part in the campaign. 

The entry refers to one of the early events related to the struggle 
for control of the great Atlantic port, which involved the battle for 
the offshore Isle de Ré that controlled the approaches to La Rochelle's 
harbor. An explanation for those events best begins with the Duke 
of Buckingham, who a few years earlier had accompanied his friend 
Charles, Prince of Wales, on a journey in pursuit of royal marriage with 
the ruling family of Spain. On the way to Madrid, they had stopped in 
Paris and been impressed by the ladies of the French court. After plans 
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for a Spanish marriage were abandoned, a union was negotiated be- 
tween Charles and the sister of the French king, Henrietta Maria. With 
Charles’s plans interrupted by his father’s death and his own ascendancy 
to the English throne in 1625, King Charles I married his bride by proxy 
outside Notre Dame Cathedral—his cousin Claude de Lorraine, duc de 
Chevreuse, standing for him—and sent Buckingham to escort her and 
her large retinue back to London. While in France, Buckingham also 
engaged in some diplomacy, proposing an open alliance against Spain, 
but Richelieu was not prepared to undertake more than he could, and 
he declined. With the duchesse de Chevreuse’s complicity, Buckingham 
also engaged in his affair of the heart with the French queen, which led 
to their mutual embarrassment. 

Earlier in the year, the French crown had faced further militancy on 
the part of French Huguenots led by Benjamin Rohan, baron de Soubise, 
who seized the isles of Ré and Oléron off La Rochelle, itself a Protestant 
citadel. With Dutch and English naval support, the French were able to 
retake the islands*°—that was part of the campaign of the summer and 
autumn of 1625 in which Descartes seems to have been at least an on- 
looker — and Richelieu started to rebuild the French navy with purpose. 
For his part, encouraged by his new lover, the duchesse de Chevreuse 
herself (who had accompanied Henrietta Maria to London and spent 
some weeks there afterward), Buckingham's wounded pride about the 
encounter with the queen quickly turned against the cardinal. As the 
English Lord High Admiral, Buckingham also thought more grandly 
about how to strike at France's fledgling navy, and Soubise had fled to 
England, giving him high-placed leverage. Secret plans were forwarded 
fora new alliance against the French regime, with Savoy, Lorraine, and 
Venice cooperating with Spain, all headed by Charles I; but Spain signed 
the Treaty of Monzon with France, and Richelieu held onto his position 
despite becoming the focus of opposition, with Chalais's lost head one 
of the warnings of what the cardinal would do to keep his place. 

In the summer of 1627, then, Buckingham embarked on an expe- 
dition to liberate La Rochelle from France, expecting that the Hugue- 


nots would rise in his favor and that Savoy, Lorraine, and other powers 
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would then bring their own forces into the conflict after an initial vic- 
tory. He landed forces on the Isle de Ré, pushing the French into the 
fortress of Saint Martin at one end of the island, to which the duke laid 
siege. But his move would have further consequences. Across the bay, in 
La Rochelle itself, Soubise was allowed to enter and speak. He stirred his 
audience, and with potential English allies on hand, the Rochelais began 
to make demands on Louis XIII. In September they went so far as to fire 
on royal forces under the command of the duc de Angouléme— one of 
Descartes's possible former patrons — who in turn responded by initiat- 
ing a siege of the city. It would not end well for them. Another possible 
object of patronage for Descartes, Gaston d'Orléans, quickly arrived 
to take command of the relief of Ré, only returning to Paris in mid- 
November when the king and cardinal had arrived and the action was 
concluded in Gaston’s favor.“ The dashing Buckingham had provoked a 
chain of events that would end his own life and bring the Huguenots of 
France to their knees. 

On the Isle de Ré itself, the French royalists defeated the duke.*? 
On the night of October 7-8, a small fleet of supply ships commanded 
by Claude de Razilly managed to slip through the English blockade to 
bring supplies to the garrison of Saint Martin, allowing it to avoid ca- 
pitulation. Two weeks later, they also managed to land a large number of 
troops elsewhere on the island under Henri de Schomberg. Buckingham 
responded on October 27 by trying to take Saint Martin by direct assault 
but failed (the engineers had miscalculated the height of the walls and 
the scaling ladders proved to be too short). A few days afterward, the 
duke began his retreat. Attacked in turn by the French, he lost many 
of his remaining men and was forced to withdraw in disgrace. He was 
assassinated a year later. "Le cap"* Descart" therefore either took part in 
the effort to bring critical supplies to the starving and exhausted forces 
in Saint Martin, or he helped in a venture to resupply the city or to 
see off the retreating English, having been afterward mentioned in dis- 
patches. 


Is the entry in Richelieu’s papers confirmation that the Descartes 


Figure 12. Siege of La Rochelle, detail; Harbor Barrier below. Engraving by Jacques Callot, 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. Erich Lessing / Art Resource, New York. 
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who took part in the fighting was René? Perhaps it might refer instead 
to his father or one of his brothers. If his father had been involved in 
the affair of the Spanish spy, then he certainly exhibited an ability to 
move quickly and decisively, and eight months after the relief of Saint 
Martin, he received a letter of honor from the king, possibly implying a 
link. But the siege took place twenty years after the espionage, by which 
time Joachim was well over sixty years old. More important, he is not 
known to have had any military experience. Nor, as far as we know, did 
any of René’s brothers: Pierre and Joachim II were or would be members 
ofthe parlement in Rennes, and Joachim II was only in his early twenties, 
with two other brothers by their father's second marriage even younger. 
Even if they were inclined to contribute to the fighting, then, it is hard 
to see how they might have been made second in command of a naval 
unit. But René had considerable military experience, was in his prime 
at just over thirty years old, and was still seeking a place in the world. 
Likely noble patrons of previous years were commanding the forces. At 
the time, officers with fighting experience might as easily be employed 
on water as on land. Baillet himself insists that Descartes took part in 
the relief of Saint Martin.^^ It is likely, then, that the name of the vice 
admiral belongs to him. 

He may well have remained involved during the rest of the year- 
long siege, at least from time to time. Baillet reports that he returned 
in August 1628, and he could not bring himself to leave the camp until 
the conclusion of the business. He "again" obtained "the pleasure" of 
conversing with the engineers, in particular his friend Desargues, who 
played an important part in the planning and execution of the siege.“ 
Given his background as a military engineer, Descartes may well have 
been particularly interested in the construction of the siege works at 
La Rochelle. Most everyone was. Richelieu had decided on a plan that 
would cut the city off from the sea by erecting a huge barrier in the har- 
bor just beyond cannon-shot. While the plan almost bankrupted the 
kingdom, the engineers succeeded and caused the failure of all attempts 


at succor from the sea. When an expedition by an English relief fleet 
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in September 1628 managed to engage the French but failed to break 
through the seawall, Descartes was there. A short truce was agreed and 
negotiations begun. During the ceasefire, gentlemen from the opposing 
armies toured each other’s forces, and Baillet insists that Descartes was 
among the Frenchmen who visited the English fleet. As for Descartes’s 
recorded visit to Beeckman in Dordrecht early in October: the Dutch 
government had supported its French allies during the siege by send- 
ing them troops and supplies by ship, but there was vocal and some- 
times violent opposition from many Calvinists who sympathized with 
the Rochelais. By then Gaston d'Orléans had rejoined Louis XIII in the 
camp. Was Descartes sent to assess Dutch support for the continuation 
of the siege at a critical juncture, or simply helping to transport the 
proffered aid? When Descartes left Beeckman, he promised to send him 
amanuscript from Paris, suggesting that was where he was headed.* He 
was still on the move. 

The English had dragged the city into a fight it could not win, and 
with more than 80 percent of the original population dead from fam- 
ine, disease, and violence, the mayor was finally forced to surrender 
unconditionally. The French king graciously did not sack his city. Ac- 
cording to Baillet, Descartes entered with the royal forces of occupa- 
tion on October 28, 1628, and participated in the solemn processions of 
the holy sacrament through the streets on November 3 to memorialize 
the dead. The king was detained in La Rochelle until November 11 by an 
attack of gout; according to Baillet, Descartes returned to Paris at about 
the same time, arriving by Saint Martin's Eve (November 10-11, a date 
often associated with significant events in Descartes's life.)*” The victory 


consolidated the power of the monarchy and of Catholicism in France. 


Confrontation and Departure 


But then something even stranger happened. By March 1629, Descartes 
had moved for a second time to The Netherlands, which he would 


treat as his home for the next twenty years. He had returned to Paris 
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in November from La Rochelle to his many friends, an accomplished 
and loyal thirty-two-year-old soldier and diplomat as well as an excel- 
lent mathematician and experimentalist, by now known to some of the 
great French aristocrats and to royal officials as well as papal ones, and 
an associate of many of the Parisian esprits forts (strong spirits). He was 
nearly at the peak of his powers. The subsequent departure for the Dutch 
Republic therefore comes as a surprise. Descartes seemed to have every- 
thing going his way only to take to the road yet again. It must have been 
either a deliberate and voluntary move or something that could not be 
helped, such as involuntary exile. What happened? 

Baillet and almost all subsequent authors chose to downplay Des- 
cartes’s move, explaining that it was by choice, intended simply for 
the purpose of finding a quiet place to write. The usual story is as fol- 
lows: Descartes had returned from Italy in 1625 and became associated 
with an intellectual circle around Father Mersenne. Then, in 1628, Des- 
cartes attended a lecture by the alchemist M. de Chandoux at the nun- 
cio’s palace, at which the nuncio, Mersenne, Cardinal Bérulle, and many 
others were assembled. At the conclusion of that meeting, he himself 
was asked to speak, and in doing so he showed that Chandoux’s way 
of thinking was incorrect whereas his own new philosophy was based 
on principles demonstrably true, following which everyone encouraged 
him to publish. After the meeting (the current story goes), “according 
to Descartes,” Bérulle granted him a private audience and “encouraged 
him to develop his philosophy as an antidote to atheism.” But “Paris was 
not allowing Descartes uninterrupted time to work on his various proj- 
ects and even the French countryside did not provide him enough peace 
and quiet.” Having been invited to write, and seeking a place to do so, he 
left for The Netherlands.‘ But there remain many questions about such 


a simple scenario. 


The Meetings 


The consensus account makes Descartes’s public confrontation with 


M. Chandoux and a subsequent private conversation with Cardinal Bé- 
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rulle the critical turning points, following which he determined on a 
life course that required peace and quiet to write down his ideas. The 
account of both events and the subsequent decision originates from 
Descartes’s first biographer, Borel, as amended and corrected by Baillet, 
whose further details again hint at more than he says explicitly.“ We 
can break the original story into three parts, which continue to be rep- 
resented in all later explanations: an assemblée of important people at 
which Chandoux and then Descartes spoke, an interview with Bérulle, 
and a decision to depart. 

Before a closer examination of the further accounts, however, let us 
note that the best remaining evidence of the assembly comes from un- 
dated fragments of a letter Descartes wrote to his close friend Etienne 
de Villebressieu, from Amsterdam, dated by Adam and Tannery to 1631 
and often assumed by others to be from the summer of that year.*° Des- 
cartes and Villebressieu had gone on a journey to Denmark, but Des- 
cartes had returned in advance to “our lodgings” at “The Old Prince” 
in Amsterdam, where he was healthy and looking forward to Villebres- 
sieu’s return, and from where he wrote. In the opening paragraph, how- 
ever, for some reason Descartes feels the need to remind Villebressieu 
of “these two results of my fine rule or natural method” that emerged 
from the discussion “that was forced on me” in the presence of the papal 
nuncio, Bérulle, Mersenne, “and all that great and learned company as- 
sembled” to hear M. de Chandoux “lecture about his new philosophy.” 
Descartes reminded Villebressieu that he “made the whole company 
recognize what power the art of right reasoning” (l'art de bien raisonner) 
has over minds “who have no learning beyond the ordinary,” showing 
how much better his own principles were.” Everyone had been con- 
vinced that he was right, and Villebressieu and the rest had begged him 
to publish.*? Let us set aside, for the moment, the interesting ideas that 
are being discussed between the two in the document and simply note 
that this fragment is probably the chief source for the later accounts 
about the meeting in Paris. 

The written fragment contains no date, nor does Descartes mention 


one for the meeting. In Baillet’s version, however, the assembly took 
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place at the end of 1628, a few days after Descartes’s return to Paris from 
La Rochelle, which is likely enough.” Since the assemblée was hosted by 
the papal nuncio, Giovanni Francesco Guidi di Bagno, known in France 
as de Baigné, it cannot have been earlier than 1627. Bagno was one of 
the closest confidantes of Urban VIII, returning to Paris as his repre- 
sentative in May 1627 and taking up residence in the Hôtel de Cluny.* 
The landing of Buckingham on the Isle de Ré that began the La Rochelle 
campaign occurred in September, after which it is likely that Descartes 
was involved in the campaign, certainly during the first autumn and 
probably from time to time thereafter. The assemblée also included many 
eminent figures who would usually have been accompanying the royal 
court. The meeting could have occurred before the siege, in the summer 
of 1627, but if it were afterward, it would have been more likely to have 
been after the campaign, at the end of 1628 — unless it were March 1628, 
when the king and his retinue returned briefly to Paris. Later that year, 
following his entrance into La Rochelle and period of recovery from his 
gout in early November, the king slowly made his way back to Paris via 
royal hunting lodges and palaces, finally entering to great celebration 
on December 23. Descartes had returned by November 11, Baillet says. 
Like him, many courtiers and officials would have gathered in Paris be- 
tween then and Christmas and, with the king still away, not yet have 
picked up their full responsibilities. It may well have been then that the 
nuncio saw an opportunity to act as host for an invited discussion. 
Even though we are given the names of only half a dozen people, we 
should probably imagine a substantial gathering — what Descartes later 
called a "great and learned company assembled" — rather than a small 
group. Much of the most recent evidence of Chandoux's own views 
has been extracted from a manuscript copy of some of his writing that 
is stamped with the coat of arms of Philippe de Béthune, whom Des- 
cartes knew: although Béthune himself remained in Rome until May 
1630, perhaps Béthune's people were among the participants.” The dis- 
coverer of that document also thinks that the person who might have 
persuaded Bagno to host Chandoux's presentation was the Oratorian 


priest Charles de Condren, confessor to Gaston d'Orléans. In the 1630s 
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two alchemical books would be dedicated to Gaston (known familiarly 
as “Monsieur”, so perhaps Chandoux meant to address Gaston’s circle, 
a group enlarged by other possible discontented nobles?” If so, perhaps 
Monsieur himself attended. 

Descartes was probably invited because he and Bagno were previ- 
ously acquainted. Bagno had first come to France in 1625 as an assis- 
tant to Cardinal Barberini, in whose retinue Descartes began his own 
return; Descartes might even have met Bagno earlier, since the papal 
nuncio was the older brother of the Cardinal Bagno whom Descartes 
had met in the Valtellina. The younger Bagno had a soft spot for courte- 
ous French intellectuals, even people known as libertines, since in 1630 
he appointed Gabriel Naudé as his librarian and later used his influence 
to obtain a post for Naudé as a French royal physician. (Later in life, 
Naudé also became librarian to Cardinal Francesco Barberini, Cardi- 
nal Mazarin, and Queen Christina.)** Naudé had studied medicine with 
Cesare Cremonini in Padua and developed into a notorious freethinker, 
explicitly refusing to believe in miracles, for instance. Bagno and Barbe- 
rini were among the princes of the church who imagined that a restored 
universal faith would be aligned with a full and correct understanding 
of God's creation. Descartes was well enough known as a reformer to 
be considered by another nuncio in 1632-33 for a chair in theoretical 
medicine at the papal university in Bologna.°? Baillet was of the opin- 
ion that if Bagno had been in Rome at the time, the cardinals would 
not have voted to condemn Galileo.? Knowing Descartes from earlier 
days, Bagno himself may well have invited Descartes to the meeting he 
hosted. 

But perhaps the other great person who was identified as present 
also wanted to see how Descartes would respond: Cardinal Bérulle, per- 
sonal adviser to both King Louis XIII and Cardinal Richelieu but in- 
creasingly known as a loyalist to Marie de Medici. Descartes may well 
have met him previously. Bérulle had entered the royal court in 1599 as 
an almoner, then became preceptor to the Dauphin Louis (born in 1601), 
then rose to the place of Marie de Medici’s spiritual director about the 


time of the assassination of Henri IV. The queen regent's support was 
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undoubtedly critical in his founding of the Oratorians in 1611, and he 
in turn increasingly acted on her behalf in personal and international 
diplomacy. He had been a key participant in the 1619 conference in An- 
goulême that first reconciled mother and son (where he would certainly 
have met Balzac). Bérulle also managed to obtain the papal dispensation 
in 1624 that allowed the marriage of Henrietta Maria to Charles of En- 
gland — dear to the queen mother's policies — and he accompanied the 
new queen of England to London. After his return to France in Septem- 
ber 1625, he handled the negotiations in Paris over the Valtellina with 
the nuncio Barberini. Bérulle would go on to negotiate the Treaty of 
Moncon/Monzon with Spain (March 1626) that sorted out the conflict in 
the Valtellina; partly for that, he was granted a cardinal's cap in August 
1627. He and Marillac (for whom Descartes's host, La Vasseur, worked) 
led the opposition to Richelieu on the king's council, and they originally 
opposed the La Rochelle campaign, preferring a Franco-Spanish alli- 
ance against England; but like everyone else, Bérulle was present dur- 
ing the siege! There were many recent occasions on which Descartes 
was likely to have been in the presence of Bérulle. It is even possible 
that Descartes had quietly been working on behalf of Marie de Medici 
through Bérulle for many years. 

The meeting had been called to hear from a person until recently 
little known to historians, “Chandoux.’® All Baillet knew about him, 
through Claude Clerselier, is that he was executed in 1631 for counter- 
feiting.9 Yet Baillet is also clear that Chandoux had wormed his way 
into the confidences of some of the most eminent men of the period. 
Thanks to the recent investigations of Sylvain Matton, we now know 
that Chandoux was from the same social stratum as Descartes himself: 
ecuyer (squire) Nicholas de Villiers, sieur de Chandoux.™ He and a col- 
league, Robert le Toul, sieur de Vassy, conseiller du roy (official adviser to 
the king) from Avallon (in Burgundy), had lived under the same roof 
in Paris and, following the Rosicrucian scare, had been imprisoned on 
charges of helping to promote Rosicrucian views, and for being magi- 
cians, Pelagians, and atheists. Chandoux, at least, spent two years in 


confinement before being released in late 1626 or early 1627, and he 
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was clearly trying to reestablish himself in elevated social circles where 
ideas about nature were being discussed.% He was at the time proclaim- 
ing that he had found a method to make potable gold, a universal medi- 
cine that had long been sought by Paracelsians and alchemists. A meet- 
ing had been arranged to hear his new hopes for the reform of medicine 
and natural knowledge. But why? 

Richelieu himself was just then beginning to establish institutions 
that would both encourage and regulate the growing number of people 
engaged in the “new philosophy,” and he favored alchemically inclined 
physicians. Among the policies put forward by Richelieu to an Assembly 
of Notables in the winter of 1626-27 were educational reforms meant 
to strongly encourage more technical and commercial teaching and 
innovation.’ He also seems to have considered the invention of new 
remedies to be especially useful for the kingdom. Richelieu had already 
granted royal permission (in 1626) for an alchemical physician, Guy de 
La Brosse, to found a garden in Paris where he would teach chemistry 
and botany, but the Faculty of Medicine —which was associated with the 
Sorbonne and had a long history of refusing to acknowledge that any 
good could come from chemical medicine—objected.® It would take 
more than a decade before the Jardin du roi (Garden of the King, now 
known as the Jardin des plantes) was opened. 

In the same year, another of Richelieu's loyal servants arrived in Paris 
to help his patron: Théophaste Renaudot, a most ingenious person with 
a medical doctorate from Montpellier who also favored chemical medi- 
cine. Although originally a Huguenot, Renaudot had made a favorable 
impression on Richelieu early in his period as bishop of Luçon, when he 
helped the bishop work out plans for aiding the poor. As a reward for his 
efforts, in 1612 Renaudot obtained one of the posts of royal physician, 
and the office was confirmed through Richelieu's explicit efforts in 1617, 
following which (in 1618) Renaudot became the Comissaire Général des 
Pauvres du Royaume (the royal official overseeing the poor). He also 
served as personal physician to Abbé Michel le Masle, sieur de Roches, 
Richelieu's confidant and secretary. In 1626 he converted to Catholicism 


and moved to Paris, shortly thereafter publishing two pamphlets for 
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his patron, one dedicated to Richelieu, the other praising him as “the 
Gallic Hercules.” More recently, on March 31, 1628, Louis XIII had con- 
firmed all the previous patents granted to Renaudot while also giving 
him permission to establish his Bureau d'Adresse. The bureau was cer- 
tainly operating by 1630, but it may have been in existence a year or two 
earlier. It was established to solve urban poverty by turning beggars into 
self-sufficient workers, and by putting employers in touch with poten- 
tial employees mainly by offering “a public registry of goods and ser- 
vices for buyer and seller," thereby freeing up the labor market, which 
was otherwise controlled by various guildlike companies. The bureau 
also acted to stimulate innovation by publishing one of the earliest 
newspapers, the Gazette, and by hosting and publishing (and anony- 
mizing) weekly public meetings and debates, in French, on all kinds of 
subjects, including new findings in the arts and sciences; the only pro- 
hibited topics were politics, religion, and the reputation of persons. 
In other words, Richelieu was trying to tackle problems of poverty 
through new methods of invention and information exchange, and by 
encouraging the development of new projects by alchemical physicians, 
even establishing new institutions to carry out the work; Chandoux had 
ideas about how to make a famous panacea; he was invited to present his 
views to the great and the good. Chandoux had already obtained access 
to many of the great nobles — perhaps including Richelieu himself? — 
and Bagno had invited along a great number of the savants and beaux es- 
prits as well as other senior clerics to hear from him. Perhaps the nuncio 
was seeking out an alternative projector to Renaudot, with Chandoux as 
the chief candidate? But someone with a similar background to Chan- 
doux who had contrasting ideas about the constitution of nature had 


been invited, too, and would speak up: René Descartes. 


Confrontation and Conversation 


Descartes brought Mersenne and Villebressieu along with him to the 


assemblée, possibly because he was expecting a public encounter. But 
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he does not seem to have sought a confrontation. In the letter to Ville- 
bressieu, Descartes wrote that the discussion had been “forced on me.” 
He had, after all, previously avoided controversy, whatever his personal 
sympathies. But now he was required to speak his mind in the presence 
of powerful people, and his words suggest that he might later have re- 
gretted it. 

According to the later reports, Chandoux spoke well and completely 
undercut the philosophy of the scholastics before proposing his own 
alternate theory. A recent analysis of his philosophical ideas proposes 
that he argued for a theory of mixtures based on ideas about how the 
elemental principles were rooted in qualities, which could be manipu- 
lated in ways that would transform those qualities and so the substances 
of which they were a part. For Chandoux, qualities were primary, mat- 
ter secondary; for the Epicureans and Galileans, matter was primary, 
qualities secondary. Chandoux’s position was in keeping with some of 
the latest hermetic theories about alterations in nature associated with 
transmutation.” He was received with almost universal applause. 

But Descartes did not make the usual signs of satisfaction. Cardi- 
nal Bérulle noticed Descartes's silence and demanded that he comment. 
In reply, Descartes deferred to the judgment of those in the room who 
were more knowledgeable than he. But Bérulle seems to have taken that 
response to be dissimulation and pressed him for his views, supported 
by Bagno and others. Having been asked to speak his mind clearly, 
Descartes began by politely praising much in Chandoux's speech— 
Descartes, too, was interested in improving medicine and industry, and 
deeply interested in chemical operations.” But because he was critical 
of the qualitative approach of both scholastic and alchemical theory, he 
criticized Chandoux's method of establishing truths about nature. Des- 
cartes then demonstrated that, in a series of twelve steps, each of which 
could be shown to be correct, he could turn each of Chandoux's propo- 
sitions on its head; in a similar way he could show that anything taken 
by him to be false was true. The audience was impressed not only by 


Descartes's arguments but even more by the force with which he made 


178 Part Five 


them: he had presence. They asked him for an alternate way of establish- 
ing the truth, and he explained that he had found an approach based on 
mathematics that could prove universal laws. 

We can infer that Descartes’s objections were based on the corpus- 
cular materialism that he seems to have had in mind already. In the 
letter of 1631 to Villebressieu, Descartes expressed the opinion that his 
friend should publish his findings as a set of propositions “so as to force 
somebody else to supply them with research and observations” if they 
wished to object to any of them. That suggests something like the rules 
of reasoning almost all commentators agree he had sketched out in 
1628, known as Rules for the Direction of the Mind (Regulae ad directio- 
nem ingenii). But the Rules appeared in print only posthumously, first in 
Dutch (1684) and then in Latin (1701). Richard Serjeantson has recently 
discovered an early manuscript version that was circulating privately, 
which may tell us more about Descartes’s early thoughts about his rules, 
but for now an intensive study of them by John Schuster suggests that 
Descartes “abruptly abandoned” work on them around 1628. The early 
parts suited his corpuscular and mathematical approach to analyzing 
nature —it is materialistic — but the more ambitious later rules, Schuster 
thinks, ran into metaphysical difficulties that could be resolved only by 
philosophical dualism; at that point he abandoned the project? Perhaps 
in the public confrontation at the meeting Descartes spoke about posi- 
tions similar to those laid out in the early parts of the Rules. 

As for the goal of improving life, like De la Brosse, Renaudot, Chan- 
doux, and many others, Descartes placed the greatest weight on medi- 
cine. A few years later, in his first book, the Discours, he stated that his 
chief aim was “discovering a practical philosophy” that “would be very 
useful in life.” That was reiterated in a letter to Mersenne in February 
1637, where he described his book as consisting “much more in prac- 
tice than in theory.” His method would lead above all else to “the main- 
tenance of health, which is undoubtedly the chief good and the foun- 
dation of all other goods in this life.” Descartes declared that “I have 
resolved to devote the rest of my life to nothing other than trying to 
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acquire some knowledge of nature from which we may derive rules in 
medicine which are more reliable than those we have up to now.” The 
kind of issues about health and medicine that had been brought up in 
the confrontation with Chandoux clearly continued to motivate him in 
later years. 

Descartes had obviously prepared well for his publicmoment, leaving 
a strong impression on his audience. According to Baillet, Bérulle (fig. 
13) was so moved that he asked to hear it all again."* Descartes would 
have understood that such a request from someone like Bérulle was not 
only an honor but an order, and he called on him a few days later. He 
then explained to the cardinal that the application of his method would 
greatly benefit medicine and mechanics, leading to the conservation of 
health and the relief of labor. Impressed, Bérulle told him that he had 
an obligation to explain his views on paper, which would succeed with 
God's continued help.” 

Let us note that Baillet does not say that the cardinal invited Des- 
cartes to enter into any discussion of theology, much less to present his 
views either as an antidote to atheism or as helping to establish a truer 
foundation for religion. Bérulle would certainly have reserved such 
kind of religious matters to professionals like himself, and in later years 
Descartes always deferred to authorities on matters of doctrine. If Bé- 
rulle had looked to Descartes to enter into religious discussion, he might 
have invited him to have further conversations with one of Descartes's 
friends, a member of the assemblée at Le Vasseur's, Father Gibieuf, who 
was an Oratorian and so under the cardinal’s direction. Gibieuf was 
then working on his book De libertate Dei et creaturae (On the Liberty of 
God and His Creation), where, it has been said, Descartes found many of 
his religious principles.” But according to Baillet, Bérulle simply gave 
Descartes his blessings for his attempt to develop a new philosophy 
that would relieve some of the sufferings of human life, which in Bé- 
rulle’s mind indicated that some form of divine guidance was helping 


Descartes. 
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Figure 13. Cenotaph of the heart of Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle. Sculpture by Jacques Sarazin 
(acquaintance of René Descartes), Louvre Museum, Paris. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art 
Resource, New York. 


Becoming a Sectarian 


We now come to the third element in Baillet’s narrative, the subsequent 
decision to remove himself to another place. Baillet says that Bérulle’s 
encouragement made an impression on Descartes, since it agreed with 


what his own nature and reason urged him to do. Until then, he had not 
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had enough confidence in his views and had avoided being identified 
with any "sect."7* But Descartes wanted to keep his liberty—implying 
personal danger if he made a misstep—and so he wished to work di- 
rectly with nature rather than as a member of anyone else’s school of 
thought or in response to any previous opinions? In other words, he 
wished to go his own way rather than to engage in quarrels with those 
in power. Descartes’s friends were also said to have redoubled their de- 
mands that he publish. So he considered the means to accomplish this 
end, seeing only two obstacles: the heat of the climate and the crowds 
of the world.® He therefore sought complete solitude (solitude parfait) in 
a country of average coolness (dans un pays médiocrement froid), where 
he would be unknown (où il ne seroit pas connu). He went north to the 
Dutch Republic, leaving Mersenne to manage his communications via 
letter (commerce de lettres) and Picot to manage his “domestic affairs.”*! 

Let us begin to decode this third aspect of Baillet’s narrative by 
noting that it gives weak reasons for Descartes to leave France. We have 
already noted the many ties that bound him. Bérulle was simply add- 
ing his encouragement to that of Descartes’s friends, who wanted him 
to write down his views; none of them urged him to leave. But to write 
down what? He had apparently abandoned the project on rules of rea- 
soning. Perhaps he was working on “de l'Histoire de vostre Esprit” that 
Balzac and his friends were anticipating in the spring of 1628? That was 
said to contain Descartes’s attack on the scholastic “giants” of the day 
and also “your various adventures in the world and in the higher re- 
gions of the atmosphere” (vos diverses aventures dans la moyenne et dans 
la plus haute region de l'air)? One might construe that as an invitation 
to Descartes to put his "highest" ideas on paper, but it might also be 
an invitation to write up his memoirs of recent travels in Europe, or 
even to finish up a work of fiction similar to Cyrano de Bergerac's ac- 
counts of the histories of states on the moon and sun. Whatever it was, 
it has never come to light: Descartes thoroughly suppressed it (unless 
his *dream" episodes were part of an early sketch of an opening scene). 

Any writing of the kind could ordinarily have been completed in 


town. Other authors wrote in the mornings and then engaged in visits 
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to the salons in the afternoons. Moreover, the optical experiments Des- 
cartes had begun with Mydorge required dedicated space and the as- 
sistance of Guillaume Ferrier, further linking him to Parisian places. 
(Descartes later unsuccessfully tried to attract Ferrier to work with him 
in The Netherlands.) Of course, his writing would have been done in 
the midst of a social whirl, and there is evidence of periods when Des- 
cartes sought secrecy. But there is no evidence to connect his moments 
of secrecy with his philosophy (or anything else, for that matter — they 
remain mysterious and intriguing). 

In other words, the meeting at the papal nuncio’s apartments had 
simply brought Descartes’s position into the public arena. All the inci- 
dent explains is how he was further encouraged: or to put it in mod- 
ern terms, the incident should have given him confidence in expressing 
himself among the leading figures in Paris. Neither the meeting of the 
assemblée nor the visit with Bérulle explains why he would leave the city. 

Only two hints about possible reasons are offered by Baillet, and 
both are metaphorical. We are told that Descartes wished to remain free 
of identification with any sect. That might have been difficult enough 
in a city awash with intense conversations layered with innuendo and 
implication; but now he had been flushed out of the shadows, where 
every hint about his opinions would be open to scrutiny. What “sects” 
are we talking about? And why would joining one or another threaten 
his liberty? Baillet’s comment about his need for “perfect solitude” is not 
a flat statement about a desire to live apart from other humans, then, 
but a suggestive metaphor that underlines Descartes’s attempt to keep 
his independence from any particular party, remaining unentangled. 
Similarly, the comment about the climate is very odd. According to Bail- 
let, we are in darkening late November, in Paris, a month away from 
the shortest day of the year, and we can imagine the bare limbs on the 
trees and the winds and rain out of the north deepening the mud in the 
streets and roads. Why was it not cool enough, and why does a move 
even farther north sound like a solution? Only the metaphorical heat of 


the moment can point to his meaning.” 


The Struggle for France 183 


To get to what might have been making the moment “hot,” how- 
ever, we need to consider the current controversies in the kingdom 
once more, which again revolved around events in Italy, where the cli- 
mate was certainly warmer. The occasion was prompted by the death 
of the Duke of Mantua at the end of December 1627; the French duc 
de Nevers, who was also from the Gonzaga clan, declared himself the 
rightful successor and arrived almost immediately to take possession of 
the city and territory. Other claimants, however, were Ferrante Il, Duke 
of Guastalla (supported by Emperor Ferdinand II) and Prince Charles 
Emmanuel of Savoy. Charles Emmanuel’s son, Victor Amadeus, was 
married to Christine — whom Descartes had met previously — and her 
mother, Marie de Medici, strongly supported the case for Savoy and 
carried most of the king's council along with her, including her ad- 
visers Cardinal Bérulle and the marshal and count Louis de Marillac. 
But Richelieu considered that the interests of France lay in the duc de 
Nevers, and he convinced Louis XIII to support his own position. Riche- 
lieu's differences with Marie de Medici over Mantua at last convinced 
her that he, formerly one of her creatures whose career had been made 
by her preferment, had shifted his personal allegiances and was now 
using the king against her for his own ambition. The royal government 
was divided deeply, again. 

The astute Marie de Medici might have been noticing Richelieu's 
changes of loyalty for some time. After all, the discontented had begun 
to plot against him in the Chalais business in 1626 partly to support 
Marie's favorite son, Gaston d'Orléans, and Richelieu had subsequently 
demonstrated his ability to exact cold revenge. Some of Richelieu's 
former supporters began to pull away, such as one of his chief propa- 
gandists, Francois Dorval-Langlois, sieur de Fancan. Fancan began to 
write against the Jesuits and was found to be in correspondence with 
powers in England and The Netherlands, as well as with Ferdinand, 
archbishop of Cologne (brother of the Duke of Bavaria). In September 
1627 —at the time of the siege of La Rochelle, not long before Descartes's 


own involvement— Fancan was imprisoned in the Bastille; he would die 
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there in 1628, accused of advocating a “republic” (of the great nobles?).™ 
But he was only one example of people caught up in Richelieu’s efforts 
to suppress all hint of opposition. At the end of February 1629, Alex- 
andre de Vendôme, a son of Henri IV and Gabrielle d'Estrées, died in 
the prison of Vincennes, where he had been kept following the Chalais 
conspiracy. In the meantime, Gaston d'Orléans would flee to Lorraine, 
where he and the duchesse de Chevreuse, together with the ducs de 
Guise, plotted with the queen mother against king and cardinal. The 
opposition also included the duc de Bellegarde, once a client of d'Eper- 
non, with whom Balzac was associated. 

The growing differences between the queen mother and Richelieu 
also brought into play Cardinal Bérulle. Richelieu seems to have tried to 
move the rival cardinal aside, for Bérulle was offered the archbishopric 
of Tours in October 1628 (shortly before the moment when Baillet dates 
the meeting with Chandoux); had he taken it, the position would have 
caused him to turn much of his attention away from Paris. But Bérulle 
turned down the offer—a rare instance of a courtier declining a lucra- 
tive honor —to keep his hand in the game at court. 

The next year would see Bérulle's mysterious death. Richelieu had 
persuaded the king to take quick action in support of Mantua by leading 
his army into Italy in person, even though it was the winter of 1628-29. 
The queen mother was leftin charge of the government during her son's 
absence, and Bérulle sat on her council. The differences between the two 
cardinals were public by that time (for instance, Richelieu wished to re- 
new the treaty with the United Provinces while Bérulle was opposed). 
But in the field, king and cardinal achieved victory at Casale and fol- 
lowed it up with a campaign against the Huguenot cities of the south 
of France, removing any further chance of Spanish intervention there. 
As the king's army moved through the region, it sometimes committed 
atrocities, as at Privas, preventing the Huguenot leader, the Duke of 
Rohan, from finding a secure place to make a stand. Aristocrats such as 
Béthune, on whose behalf Descartes had acted previously, took Marie 


de Medici's view that Richelieu was destroying France internally while 
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bringing its interests into danger abroad, and withdrew from govern- 
ment. The Edict of Alais, signed at the end of June, finally put an end to 
the political privileges of Huguenots; while the king returned to Paris, 
Richelieu continued to head the armed campaign against the remain- 
ing Huguenot cities, and then he turned again to Italy. When Richelieu 
finally returned from the victorious campaigns, Marie de Medici re- 
ceived her former adviser not with warm celebration but with haughty 
coldness. Descartes himself later expressed strong aversion to the big- 
oted and superstitious zealots who “imagine they are such close friends 
of God that they could not do anything to displease him.”#* When Bé- 
rulle died suddenly at the beginning of October 1629, “everyone” knew 
that he had been poisoned by Richelieu.* 

At the end of 1628, then, Italy was getting hot, and the heat would 
soon be reflected back on Paris, touching people known to Descartes. As 
papal envoy, Bagno had to watch every move carefully, particularly with 
regard to events in Italy, where Rome's interest was to achieve a nego- 
tiated settlement. The warmth of the moment raises the possibility that 
Descartes may not have been called out by Bérulle so much as called on 
by him especially if the talk was given by someone associated with 
policies advanced by Richelieu, such as Chandoux, who might be open 
to criticism. 

Consequently, it is possible to imagine the following scenario: once 
the notables had returned to Paris after the siege of La Rochelle, the 
papal nuncio hosted a gathering to hear from Chandoux as a proxy for 
the great persons he was cultivating. Someone of similar views, Renau- 
dot, was setting up the Bureau d'Adresse under the protection of Riche- 
lieu. The bureau was planned to be concerned not only with new ideas 
but also with good works, a grand ambition that also attracted the inter- 
est of Bérulle and other clerics, all concerned about the poor. Neither 
Richelieu nor Renaudot is mentioned as attending the assemblée, as they 
were not directly concerned, but everyone could be certain that what 
was said would be reported onward, so Chandoux could serve to take 


the temperature of the moment. Perhaps Chandoux was being held out 
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by Bagno as the cardinal’s proxy. A minor but valorous nobleman with 
sharp skills at methodological criticism, known to both the host and 
Bérulle, was also invited. Perhaps Bérulle used Descartes as a stalking 
horse, publicly asking him to comment when knowing he would attack. 
In any case, Descartes well understood the importance of the moment. 
He first deferred to others, and then only criticized a part of what was 
said after being asked directly by a senior member of the government 
for his opinion. But he would have been identified as Bérulle’s client. 
Whether intended or not, then, the outcome of the meeting could easily 
have been read as signaling opposition to the reforms being promoted 
by Richelieu. Although afterward being embraced by Bérulle, Descartes 
had ventured his fortune on the losing side. He had been outed as a 


member of a “sect.” 


Feeling Threatened 


Whatever one thinks of such a speculative line, it is clear enough from 
other evidence that Descartes was at growing odds with Cardinal Riche- 
lieu's regime just when others were, as well, and he had found the cour- 
age to speak up. Everyone knew that danger lurked in any position that 
was not simply and completely loyal to the cardinal and his projects. 
Baillet comments that after leaving France, during his first years 
in The Netherlands, Descartes did everything possible to keep himself 
concealed, even resorting to having letters and packages meant for him 
sent to friends, from whom he could retrieve them.” But the best evi- 
dence that Descartes felt threatened comes from his good friend Balzac. 
Within a few years, Balzac would do his best to make peace with Riche- 
lieu, although he spent most of the rest of his life living away from Paris. 
But apparently Descartes would not try accommodation, refusing to 
visit France until after the cardinal's death in 1642. Perhaps he never 
forgave Bérulle's death — which deeply troubled him? —for in a letter 
to Balzac to which we will turn to in a moment, he refers to “assassina- 


tions." 
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Balzac, we know, was feeling vulnerable in the later 1620s. His 
former friend and fellow traveler, Théophile de Viau, had been impris- 
oned and tried as an example to libertines and former libertines, and 
some of the same people who set up Théophile were now after Balzac. 
Balzac had once personally served Archbishop La Valette (of d’Epernon’s 
family), but from 1623 onward Balzac’s relationship with La Valette de- 
cayed, leaving him not only without a major protector but with a poten- 
tial enemy, since La Valette would become one of Richeliev's allies. 
Balzac's literary ambitions were in keeping with the project of his gen- 
eration, to make French prose as supple as French poetry, allowing it to 
reign over Latin and Greek, and Balzac became known as a stylist for his 
skill with letters. He frequented the salons of Marie le Jars de Gournay 
and Catherine de Vivonne, marquise de Rambouillet, and his collection 
of Lettres (1624) had established his public reputation. But he also had 
severe critics, who accused him of "vanity, veiled obscenity, and menda- 
cious use of hyperbole,” code words for dissimulation and libertinism.® 
Cowed, at the time of Théophile's arrest Balzac renounced all danger- 
ous ideas?? Descartes tried to help his friend by traveling to Fontaine- 
bleau to recommend Balzac to the visiting Cardinal Barberini. But in 
the spring of 1627, Balzac published a work under the pseudonym of 
"Augier" to restore his reputation by praising himself, and his ruse was 
uncovered. The incident served only to raise additional questions about 
his personal integrity. Worse, he had dedicated the work to Richelieu, 
who was embarrassed and listened to complaints against the author, in- 
cluding a charge of plagiarizing from ancient writers. Together with a 
friend, the prior Francois Ogier, Balzac managed to rebut the accusation 
of plagiarism, but his counterattack on his enemies was choleric enough 
to work against him again, bringing him to the attention of one of the 
major antilibertine figures of the period, the Feuillant theologian Jean 
Goulu.” It was a dangerous moment for him. 

It was about then that Descartes wrote a highly favorable Latin ap- 
praisal of Balzac's work. No one knows exactly when it was written or 


quite for whom it was intended, but everyone would have known that it 
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would end up on Richelieu’ table. It is likely to have been written early 
in 1628, since on March 30, 1628, Balzac wrote to Descartes with copies 
of three of his "Discours" dedicated to Descartes —an implied sincere 
thanks — which would later appear in his posthumous Socrate chrétien 
(1652), and asking for Descartes’s account of his progress in finding a 
method of attack against the “giants” of the schools, which he and his 
other friends hoped to see soon.” Descartes's defense of his friend was a 
spirited plea for what we today would call free speech: he not only wrote 
in praise of Balzac’s rhetorical skills but also stated that if his friend ever 
"undertakes to depict the vices of the Mighty, he is not prevented from 
speaking the truth by a servile fear of power.’** Descartes was in effect 
acting as his friend's champion, daring his enemies to take him on.?* 
Cardinal Richelieu found a sinister avenue of attack on Balzac. Balzac 
and another acquaintance of Gournay, Honorat de Bueil, seigneur de 
Racan (a noted poet, and soldier), got into a private quarrel in which 
Balzac accused Racan of being eaten away by syphilis to the extent that 
he had become incapable of paying proper homage to women. Racan re- 
plied in kind. Their letters were intercepted by Richelieu's spies and pub- 
lished, shaming them publicly. At the end of 1628, his personal reputa- 
tion in tatters, Balzac retreated to his country house, where he remained 
in a kind of internal exile for three years.” About the same time, the 
salon of Madame des Loges, which both Gaston d'Orléans and Balzac 
had attended, was closed by Richelieu. Gaston retreated to Blois; he con- 
sidered leading the army into Italy, but upon hearing ofthe death of his 
dear half brother, Alexandre de Vendóme, in the prison of Vincennes, he 
turned around. By July, he had fled to the principality of Lorraine, which 
Richelieu would come to destroy. When Alexandre's brother, César, was 
released from prison at the end of December 1630, he fled to Holland 
to fight beside the Prince of Orange, remaining an anti-Richelieu exile 
abroad until after the cardinal's death?$ A cold threat was spreading, 
with assassination and even execution becoming real ends. Retreat be- 


came common. 
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Exile 


Descartes left France entirely. Beeckman saw him again in Dordrecht 
at the beginning of February, and he starts to appear in other sources 
from the Dutch Republic thereafter. Only in the summer of 1644, after 
Richelieu’s death at the end of 1642 and Louis XIII’s in May 1643, would 
Descartes make his first brief return. As we have noticed him doing be- 
fore, however, on his departure in the winter of 1628-29, Descartes took 
suitable precautions to put people off his scent: he left a trunk with his 
cousin “to make people believe he would soon return."?? A year later, in 
April 1630, he dropped a comment in a letter to Mersenne about com- 
posing a treatise “if I am still living.” Go ahead and spread his ideas, he 
said, but please “do not mention my name."?? He seems to have felt fear 
to his bones, and to have worried about putting others at risk, too. 

In his Discours of 1637, Descartes wrote briefly about the move. He 
had until then refused to take sides “regarding the questions which are 
commonly debated among the learned.” But he found that some people 
were circulating the rumor that he had found a foundational certainty 
for the new philosophy, which would make him visible. “I cannot say 
what basis they had for this opinion,” he wrote. We might think of his 
defense of Balzac, but that was a private matter. Presumably, then, the 
debate at the papal nuncio’s brought him to the attention of the Parisian 
learned world, for “I confessed my ignorance more ingenuously than 
is customary for those with a little learning, and perhaps also because 
I displayed the reasons I had for doubting many things which others 
regard as certain.” But now his friends urged him to stand up, and “I 
was honest enough” to try to live up to their expectations. Therefore, 
“exactly eight years ago this desire made me resolve to move away from 
any place where I might have acquaintances and retire to this country,” 
the Dutch Republic?? Since his book appeared early in 1637, he points to 
early 1629, which fits with what else we know. 

Descartes implies that by standing up for his friends he would have 


been putting them in danger, which is supported by extant correspon- 
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dence. In a letter of April 15, 1631, to Balzac, Descartes said he had wanted 
to write much earlier but had restrained himself, “though you owe me 
nothing on that score.” He had not wanted his friend to receive a letter 
from him until Balzac had been accepted back into Parisian society — 
Descartes’s own personal reputation seems to have been more a prob- 
lem than an asset for Balzac. In the Discours he added that the many 
decades of warfare in the low countries, with a relatively stable military 
border south and east of the places he resided, “has led to the establish- 
ment of such order” that “the fruits of peace” were entirely secure. He 
could therefore live among “this great mass of busy people,” who were 
entirely concerned with their own affairs, “as solitary and withdrawn 
as if I were in the most remote desert, while lacking none of the com- 
forts found in the most populous cities."'?' In other words, he could live 
at ease in the Dutch Republic without worrying about opinion in Paris, 
or threat. 

Let us unpack the moment of his leaving. Descartes had many 
friends in Paris, some of them important, several of whom were be- 
coming associated with discontent. He thought he could not afford to be 
linked to any sect, or party. He had gone separate ways from his father 
due to the Chalais trial. He had recently participated in the campaign 
for La Rochelle, but he did not join the king’s army in the Italian cam- 
paign, perhaps seeing events in a way aligned with the queen mother. 
He had been in The Netherlands before and found it to his liking. It was 
again engaged in a bitter struggle with Spain, but the fighting was far 
from the province of Holland. The Dutch Republic remained a French 
ally, but safely distanced from Richelieu's direct intervention. There 
would be plenty of opportunities to invest any remaining funds he had 
acquired in Italy. He headed north. 

That he had serious concerns about what France had become under 
Richelieu is further confirmed in his later letters to Balzac. After their 
initial separation, the two friends communicated only with great cau- 
tion—letters could be read by others, too. The letter to Balzac of April 


1631 indicates that Descartes had had a (now missing) message from 
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Balzac eighteen months earlier —which would place it around Novem- 
ber 1629 — reporting that he hoped to return to court. But apparently he 
could not, since in 1631 Descartes expressed his sadness that his friend 
“had to stay there,” at his country house, “as long as you have.” 1? Now 
that Balzac had finally been welcomed back to the capital, though, Des- 
cartes felt free to reply at last. 

By 1631 Balzac believed that he had finally made peace with Riche- 
lieu. He had just finished a book (Le Prince) in which he praised the car- 
dinal for restoring France to health after a long period of decrepitude. 
It was one of the most ardent defenses of the cardinal's policies pub- 
lished in the period. "Beneath the same faces I see different men, and in 
the same kingdom, another state. The outward appearance remains, but 
the interior has been renewed. There has been a moral revolution (une 
révolution morale), a transformation of spirit,” he wrote. In March 1631 
he presented an advance copy of the book to Richelieu himself, who de- 
clared that he was satisfied. Balzac returned to Paris shortly thereafter. 
Descartes now felt able to break his silence, and even to think of return- 
ing himself. "I must say that during the two years I have been away I 
have not once been tempted to return, until I was told that you were 
there." It only now occurred to him that he could be "happier some- 
where other than where I am now.” 4 

But apparently Descartes’s personal fate would not yet allow him 
to step out of the shadows. He was deep into a mysterious task “which 
keeps me here... the most important one I could ever devote myself to.” 
He adds, “Please do not ask me what this task that I deem so important 
might be, for it would embarrass me to tell you.” Is he simply expressing 
false modesty about writing philosophy? Galileo had not yet been con- 
demned, so why hide such a thing? Or was Descartes still in contact with 
the house of Lorraine, or the former queen regent or her son, Gaston, 
or others among the nobles or clergy who were opposed to Richelieu, at 
the time when Balzac had become a propagandist for the cardinal? Or 
was he simply expressing dissimulation in a manner that Balzac would 


have appreciated, having now “become so philosophical” that he “de- 
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spised” things that were “ordinarily valued” and valued things that were 
ordinarily “put at no value”? His world was upside down compared to 
Balzac’s. But he had found a path ahead. “I shall be content to tell you 
that I am no longer of a mind to commit nothing to paper, which as you 
saw, was once my intention.” He was only now beginning to feel able 
to use his quill again. But he remained elusive, apparently fearful of 
putting anything in writing even to a dear friend. “I shall tell you about 
it more openly someday if you would like me to."!95 

Descartes's letter goes on to say that the main problem in consider- 
ing a return to Paris was his own reputation. Compared to Balzac's, he 
had only an "indifferent and uncertain" status, which would not pro- 
tect him in Paris. Even with a dear friend at his side, Descartes still be- 
lieved his reputation would not be able to sustain the dangers there. 
But in Amsterdam he had peace of mind. "Here I sleep for ten hours 
every night, and with never a care to wake me,” before rising to mingle 
his daydreams and night dreams, allowing his senses to share in all the 
allowable pleasures of life. In brief, all he missed was Balzac's conver- 
sation, the pleasures of which almost tempted him back to Paris, where 
he could have told him in person that he was, ^with all my heart, your 
very humble and devoted servant."'^* But he balked at a personal re- 
turn. Balzac was now cozying up to the cardinal with all the flattery at 
his command; might his invitation be a ruse? 

Balzac must have replied straightaway. Unfortunately, he had not 
conquered Paris after all. Despite Richelieu's personal acceptance of his 
book, the conservatives had read it carefully and continued to question 
Balzac. They even asked the Sorbonne to look into the orthodoxy of 
some passages — which would cause the theologians to express concern 
in December — and at some point Balzac retreated to Blois and begged 
the cardinal to show a public sign of his favor. The minister remained 
cool, however. Apparently on further reflection, despite honeyed praises 
thrown his way, Richelieu had taken offense at Balzac openly mention- 
ing in print the difficulties of his relationship with the queen mother: 


after the "Day of the Dupes" on November 11, 1630— when she seemed 
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to have secured her son’s agreement to rid himself of the cardinal but he 
in turn persuaded Louis to let him stay, allowing him to turn on all who 
had celebrated his only apparent fall from grace—she had fled north to 
Compiègne, and then to Brussels, a political satellite of Madrid. In Paris, 
the worst of the anger about Balzac’s fawning book would blow over, but 
in Brussels Le Prince would be burned (presumably for its praises of the 
cardinal). 4° Balzac eventually took a seat in the Académie française after 
its foundation in 1635 (as number 27),9? and he published a new edition 
of his well-regarded Lettres in 1647. But he would spend most of the rest 
of his life in Angouléme: he had problems with his health, it was said. 

Having heard of Balzac's disappointment, then, in a return letter of 
May 5, Descartes expressed his surprise that Balzac was contemplating 
joining him in Amsterdam. He had imagined Balzac reentering Paris 
in triumph. But he commiserates with his friend about the news that 
“a mind as great and generous as your own should not be able to adapt 
itself to the constraints of service to which one is subject at Court." The 
"constraints" were great enough to induce Balzac to consider retiring 
from “the world" (i.e., France) entirely. Tongue in cheek, Descartes went 
on to praise Amsterdam as a far better retreat than any Franciscan or 
Carthusian monastery, or even "the famous Hermitage" where Balzac 
had spent the last year (Blois?). Even in a country house one has visitors, 
he noted, but in Amsterdam "everyone but myself is engaged in trade, 
and hence is so attentive to his own profit that I could live here all my 
life without ever being noticed by a soul." He could walk among the bus- 
tling crowds as if it were a leafy grove empty of other humans, noticing 
the workers as Balzac would notice rustic peasants in the countryside, 
whose activities not only serve to provide all one's needs but "serve to 
enhance the beauty of the place.” In Amsterdam, too, one could find “all 
the conveniences of life and all the curiosities you could hope to see" 
brought there from all the Indies and Europe.'? 

But then, hinting at darker motives, he asks, "In what other country 
could you find such complete freedom, or sleep with less anxiety, or find 


armies at the ready to protect you, or find fewer poisonings, or [fewer] 
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acts of treason or slander? Where else do you still find the innocence of 
a bygone age?”™ It was far preferable to the dangers of Italy, he went 
on (seeming to imply the use of Machiavelli’s methods in the country 
where Balzac still resided). In short, for Descartes, the peace and quiet 
of The Netherlands meant pleasure and, above all, personal safety. No 
poisoner of reputation or life awaited him. He would be happy to wel- 
come his dear friend to a place where he would not have to fear Cardi- 


nal Richelieu. 


PART 6 


Not Yet Concluded 


We promised ourselves to watch the youthful sieur du Perron closely as 
he moved about in the foothills. Now, early in 1629, René Descartes was 
in The Netherlands; in March he would turn thirty-three. His friend- 
ship with Guez de Balzac and others, and his efforts to rise among the 
aristocratic circles of the kingdom through war and diplomacy hint at 
the passions that moved him. We have found him traveling through- 
out most of the European continent—only Spain excepted—often in 
the presence of the great powers of the day. He moved far and wide, 
several times returning to Paris, but now he was off again, again not 
knowing what would happen to him next. It would be from The Nether- 
lands that he would decide to tackle the mountain at last, from there 
that he would publish his books. He had acquired the latest techniques 
for climbing, and the best advice. He may not have set out to become a 
mountaineer, and he had watched many others attempt it and fail, often 
at the cost of their reputations, even their lives. But by now he was as 
courageous and accomplished as any. Looking up from the low lands, he 
sensed a route that could get him safely to the top and down again if he 
moved with caution and determination. His friends had urged him on 
and offered help. He had bet on hope before, and won. But it was not an 


ambition for a settled life, and he would shift his living quarters many 
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times more even within the orbit of the Dutch Republic, making several 
further trips elsewhere, too, before meeting his unexpected end on yet 
another journey, well before old age, in Stockholm. 

Descartes’s departure from Paris has meant that he came to be seen 
as a kind of loner in search of the quiet life. But he had many friends 
and had long been engaged in some of the chief events of his day. He 
showed a deep appreciation for the need for cooperation—in private 
life, in public life, and even in pursuit of the new science. “By building 
on the work of our predecessors and combining the lives and labors of 
many, we might make much greater progress working together than 
anyone could make on his own,” he wrote. Descartes’s written plans for 
the establishment of a Swedish academy of sciences on behalf of Queen 
Christina are sometimes noted. The informal assemblée (assembly) of 
natural philosophers that he and Nicolas Le Vasseur hosted has, how- 
ever, disappeared from the history books: aside from Baillet's brief list- 
ing of its members, it is absent from later accounts of his life and work, 
causing him to seem to be simply one of Marin Mersenne’s distant cor- 
respondents. An invitation from Charles Cavendish to Descartes to re- 
locate to England in 1640 and begin a scientific academy there, reported 
by Baillet, has often been overlooked, too? Descartes would retain links 
to Parisian debates via correspondence and a few later visits, but not in 
person. Looking outward from France toward the "philosopher" Des- 
cartes, then, made him seem far away and on his own, even when in The 
Netherlands he established good relationships with Dutch intellectuals 
and politicians as well as French officials. He has ever after been repre- 
sented as a kind of monk, inventing new worlds of the mind in the pri- 
vacy of his study. 

Instead, we have seen Descartes as a figure engaged in the life around 
him rather than isolated from it. Many of his battles appear to have been 
waged out of sight, however: his slipping away for days at a time while 
still in Paris, the effort to throw people off the scent when he left for 
the Dutch Republic, the enormous trouble he first took in correspond- 


ing with Mersenne via intermediaries so that people in Paris would not 
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know his address, the important project on which he was engaged but 
could not confide to Balzac, the distinction he made between private 
and secret papers when he left The Netherlands for Stockholm. What 
he was up to in Germany and Italy is also unclear, as were his travels at 
the edge of the Baltic. We will probably never know the full range of his 
actions or intentions. His behavior certainly gives him an aura of reti- 
cence, even sometimes of deliberately hiding his movements. But al- 
though further investigation may show otherwise, at the moment there 
is no evidence that he was in the employ ofa state, an aristocratic house, 
or a religious organization. It is probably best to assume that his engage- 
ments arose from trying to find his way into the patronage networks of 
his time and not quite succeeding, although the possibility that he was 
gathering intelligence for someone, or someones, must remain open. 
Descartes came from a Catholic and loyalist family of politiques — 
that is, people who were eager to have strong but lawful governance, 
accepting a variety of customs and beliefs as long as civic order was up- 
held. His own political and cultural sympathies seem to have aligned 
with the government of his youth, that of the French king Henri IV and 
his queen, Marie de Medici, which aimed toward inclusive and outward 
looking, nondoctrinaire but aristocratic, charismatic monarchy. All the 
evidence points to his remaining loyal to Her Majesty’s friends in years 
after. When the autocratic reign of the royal couple’s son Louis XIII an- 
nounced itself after the assassination of Henri IV, Descartes's path began 
to diverge from the new king’s. The closest friend we know of from Des- 
cartes’s youth is Guez de Balzac, whose family served Jean Louis de No- 
garet de La Valette, duc d’Epernon, Marie’s chief support in the wake 
of her son’s violent coup. Even before then, Baillet tells us, Descartes 
looked for favor to the cadet branch of the house of Lorraine, most 
likely through one of Marie de Medici’s favorites — also loved by Louis — 
the duc de Chevreuse, who had powerful personal interests elsewhere in 
Europe as well. If that is so, in the mid-1620s Descartes’s interests would 
also have overlapped with one of the chief members of the discontented 


aristocrats, Marie de Rohan, who became the duchesse de Chevreuse 
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and took the side of Marie and Anne of Austria in contests with the king. 
Several of Descartes’s associates, including Mersenne, were in circles 
near Louis XIII’s younger brother Gaston d'Orléans, the perpetual heir 
in waiting and ally of the House of Lorraine. Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle, 
with whom he had a private audience, remained one of Marie's closest 
advisers; his landlord, Le Vasseur, served the great Louis de Marillac, 
another of Marie's favorites. 

But by the later 1620s, all such people, including Balzac, were mov- 
ing further away from the king and his chief minister, Richelieu, who 
had begun as a client of Marie de Medici but shifted his interests to the 
king, further dividing mother and son and their parties. In the 1630s, 
Descartes would have watched from exile as Cardinal Bérulle died sud- 
denly, Marie de Medici fled, Gaston d'Orléans was sidelined, Marie de 
Rohan went into exile, and Lorraine was invaded. After the deaths of 
Louis XIII and Richelieu, however, Descartes would seek the patronage 
ofthe government of the survivor, the queen regent Anne of Austria, al- 
though yet further factional conflict meant he would never settle again 
in his beloved Paris. As far as we can tell, then, in leaving France he 
seems to have remained loyal to the old ideals while avoiding the con- 
tinuing political sectarianism of the realm —although he kept in close 
touch with French ambassadors and possibly others as well. 

Perhaps at first he was also renewing his contacts with Dutch mili- 
tary engineers? Descartes showed up in Dordrecht at the beginning of 
February 1629 to visit his friend Isaac Beeckman, but in April he ma- 
triculated at the university in Franeker, from where he is known to have 
addressed four letters through September. There the famous instructor 
on mathematics and military engineering, Adrien Metius, was lectur- 
ing. A month later, the Prince of Orange began the great siege of s'Her- 
togenbosch (which surrendered in September). Curiously, the savant 
Pierre Gassendi visited the scene of action in person. Gassendi had also 
left Paris about the same time as Descartes (around Christmas 1628), and 
although he spent most of his time in the Spanish Netherlands (where 


he met, among others, the chemically adept physician Jan van Helmont) 
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he visited the Dutch Republic briefly in July. When he did, he met twice 
with Beeckman—with whom he had not previously been in contact — 
and then visited the siege works. His movements suggest advice from 
Descartes, although like so much else, that suggestion must remain 
speculative. When Gassendi returned to Paris, he was excited about the 
possibilities of Epicurean natural philosophy, on which he would write 
in coming years. Within two weeks of Gassendi’s return, Mersenne was 
planning his own visit to the low countries, which he undertook in 1630, 
meeting Descartes in person? About the time Mersenne set out, in April 
1630, Descartes wrote to him about how he had begun a project “to ex- 
plain all the phenomena of nature” and that “I am now studying chem- 
istry and anatomy simultaneously; every day I learn something that I 
cannot find in any book.” He hoped to have it completed within three 
years, “if I am still living.” But he did not want it known, so that he 
would “always be free to disavow it."^ As he later explained to Balzac, he 
was involved in something he would not explain on paper. Unlike Gas- 
sendi and Mersenne, he would not return to France. 

Moreover, in the years before the condemnation of Galileo in 1633, 
although Descartes was never simply a conforming Catholic, he would 
remain on good terms with members of the papal court. He was not 
only acquainted with the Oratorian Cardinal Bérulle but also knew the 
pope’s nephew, Cardinal Francesco Barberini, well enough to ask for 
protection for his friend Balzac; he spoke against Nicholas de Villiers, 
sieur de Chandoux, at a meeting hosted by the papal nuncio, Giovanni 
Francesco Guidi di Bagno, one of Pope Urban VIII’s closest confidants. 
And in 1632-33 he would be recommended for a professorship at the 
papal university in Bologna by yet another cardinal, nuncio Francesco 
Adriano Ceva, not only a trusted adviser from Urban’s youth but ru- 
mored to have been the person who brokered the deal that put him on 
the throne of Saint Peter in 1623.° 

Ceva recommended Descartes for the chair in theoretical medicine 
shortly after Urban VIII had personally approved the publication of 
Galileo’s Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems. At the time, the pope 
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was rumored to look favorably on Gustavus Adolphus, who with his de- 
cisive military victories was shaking the foundations of Habsburg rule 
in central Europe. In France at that moment, Richelieu had executed 
Marie de Medici’s loyalist, Marillac, and an aristocratic uprising was 
being led by Gaston d'Orléans and the duc de Montmorency, marshal 
of France (and former protector of Théophile). Richelieu assumed that 
if the rebels had some early victories, the king of Spain and the duc du 
Lorraine would come to their aid with additional troops, and a general 
rising against the king might have been successful. On September 1, 
however, the outnumbered royal forces won a battle at Castelnaudary, 
in Languedoc, resulting in the capture of the wounded Montmorency 
and his abandonment by Gaston; Montmorency himself was executed 
shortly thereafter. A few weeks later the king of Sweden met his end at 
Lützen, and Galileo would be ordered to travel to Rome to face the In- 
quisition. When Descartes heard the news of Galileo's formal condem- 
nation in the summer of 1633, he abandoned work on his account of the 
universe, Le Monde (The World), and with it the medical treatise he was 
writing as one of its parts. He would never publish those works during 
his lifetime. 

But to all appearances, he lived a strangely masterless life. Not that 
he would have been looking for employment: a person of Descartes's 
rank would be trying to please those he honored and freely accepting 
rewards from them, but spurning fees for service. Although he once ac- 
cepted payment for soldiering, that seems to have been the extent of it. 
Late in life he became one of the philosophers of the queen of Sweden, 
but that was a position of favor rather than office. While Descartes had 
once contemplated taking a position as a government official in France, 
he never did so; he seems to have had financial interests but not com- 
mercial ventures; as he later replied to his critics, he certainly never 
took religious orders, much less a vow of chastity. One of the reasons 
given for his extremely humble burial was not to go to expenses that 
would be have to be passed on to his family:? he seems to have lived rela- 


tively modestly, on his own income or credit. One might wonder what 
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his future would have been like if he had taken up residence in Cháteller- 
ault or Poitiers, putting his shoulder to the wheel in service to the cityor 
kingdom and raising a family. Or what might have been, had the comte 
du Bucquoy not died in battle, or had Descartes stuck with the Duke of 
Bavaria or Philippe de Béthune, or acquired the office of intendant of the 
army in the Piedmont, or if Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia joined one 
of the princely houses of Europe in marriage and brought along her ad- 
viser instead of becoming a powerful abbess in Herford. In any case, it 
seems his initial hopes had been foreclosed by the early “accident” (as 
Baillet called it) of November 1617, the bloody coup of Louis XIII, which 
set events in motion that would lead to the rise of Richelieu and the dis- 
affection of many of the great nobles who remained loyal to Marie de 
Medici, with whom Descartes would be most closely associated. 

His time in the Dutch Republic would not be easy, either. On the one 
hand, the new Prince of Orange, Frederick Hendrik, did not depend as 
much on religious militants to keep order as had Mauritz, and so after 
1625 the Remonstrants began returning from exile and resumed places 
of importance in such cities as Amsterdam. Jews were tolerated in sev- 
eral cities, and even Catholics— who composed a large proportion of the 
population—were usually allowed to worship as long as their churches 
were not visible from the street. The Dutch Revolt had been fought in 
the name of freedom of conscience. But on the other hand, while private 
views were for the most part allowed, anything threatening to under- 
mine public order could lead to trouble. When Descartes told Balzac that 
he had found a place without poisonings, slanders, or treasons, then, we 
should read the comment comparatively rather than absolutely. 

A fresh study of his two decades in the Dutch Republic would show 
much of interest, but it was clearly not simply a place of quiet for Des- 
cartes. An example of the sensitivities that could make life dangerous 
for outspoken nonconformists is the indictment and trial of Johannes 
Symonsz van der Beeck, better known by his Latinized name, Torren- 
tius. Its denouement was wrapping up just when Descartes arrived. It 


echoed the fears in Paris about a Rosicrucian takeover, which, as in Paris, 
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lumped together the Rosicrucians and the libertines, with Torrentius 
becoming a scapegoat as Théophile de Viau had been. Torrentius had 
become one of the most skillful representational painters of his genera- 
tion — or a very accomplished user of the camera obscura— although be- 
cause so many of his paintings were sexually explicit, only one of them, 
a still life, is known to have survived. Born into a Catholic family, he 
gained a reputation as a moral and philosophical libertine, being iden- 
tified in the early 1620s by church authorities in Haarlem as a notorious 
heretic and jailed for not being at one with his wife. When on January 
29, 1624, a few months after the Rosicrucian fright in Paris, a letter was 
sent from the States of Holland and West Friesland to the Court of Hol- 
land warning about a sect called “La Roze Croix” that was now in Hol- 
land and particularly strong in Haarlem, Torrentius came under even 
more serious scrutiny. After long investigation, Torrentius was identi- 
fied as one of the principal threats to morals, and a special legal process 
was begun against him that allowed no defense to be mounted; in late 
1627 and early 1628, he was interrogated and on several occasions put 
to severe torture, but he refused to confess. Despite support from the 
Prince of Orange, his legal appeal was turned down, and for leading a 
scandalous and blasphemous life (without further reference to the Rosi- 
crucians) the prosecutor asked that he be burned at the stake; instead 
he was condemned to twenty years in prison. A few months later his 
associates were banished from the city as well. His influence was even 
blamed for the mutiny and wreck of the East Indies ship Batavia off the 
coast of Australia in 1629, with its subsequent rapes and murders. In 
1630 Torrentius was granted a pardon by Frederick Hendrik to flee to the 
English court in London, only to return when civil war broke out there? 

Descartes would have to continue to watch his step. One of Beeck- 
man’s students in Rotterdam had a brother who had lodged with Tor- 
rentius in 1626, shortly before the legal process was begun against him; 
and Descartes's good friend Cornelis van Hogelande, a physician, chem- 
ist, and reputed Rosicrucian, belonged to the same Amsterdam duel- 


ing academy as Torrentius, which was run by Gérard Thibault (fig. 14). 


Figure 14. Thibault’s Method of fencing geometrically. Reprinted from Girard Thibault, 
Academie de l'Espée de Girard Thibault d'Anvers (Antwerp, 1628). Courtesy of Anne S. K. 
Brown Military Collection, Hay Library, Brown University. 
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One of Torrentius’s lewd paintings had a phrase from Ovid inscribed on 
it—qui bene latuit bene vixit (“He who lives hidden, lives well") — which 
also appears on the portrait of Descartes by Edelinck." Not surpris- 
ingly, then, when in the later 1630s Descartes's views came under pub- 
lic scrutiny because of the conflict between the medical and theological 
faculties at the university in Utrecht, a spokesperson for the opposition, 
Martinus Schoock, accused him of being another Vanini or Torrentius. 

Descartes had heard such dangerous accusations by association 
hurled at others years before, in Paris, and he remained vulnerable. As 
a private person without formal institutional membership, even more 
as a foreigner, he clearly felt the threat. His Meditations (1641) publicly 
established his beliefin God, which had been questioned.” He clearly de- 
veloped strong resentments, explaining privately to Princess Elizabeth 
that the scholastic theologians were ganging up to try to "crush" him 
“by their slanders,” and telling a student who visited him in April 1648 
that he was very sorry scholastic theology had not yet been "stamped 
out,” warning: “We must never allow ourselves the indulgence of trying 
to subject the nature and operations of God to our reasoning.”** With 
the help of his friend Henri Brasset, the resident for the French em- 
bassy in The Hague, Descartes obtained the support of the ambassador, 
Gaspard Coignet de la Thuillerie, as well as the Prince of Orange, and 
responded to the libels and court proceedings as vigorously as the law 
allowed.“ For a time, he must have been constantly occupied with read- 
ing and drafting letters and legal positions. Peace and quiet is not what 
his life in The Netherlands would amount to after all. 

There were attempts at reconciliation with France as well, further 
suggesting that Descartes had left because of a problem with Richelieu. 
After the deaths of king and cardinal, in the summer of 1644, Descartes 
visited Paris again, residing with his good friend, Abbé Claude Picot. 
He also traveled to Brittany for a couple of weeks in July, presumably to 
touch base with his relatives, bringing with him a draft ofa translation 
into French of his Meditations. The translation had been begun by Louis- 
Charles d'Albert, duc de Luynes, eldest son of Marie de Rohan, who had 
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herself returned from exile to resume her place among the group of dis- 
contented nobles of France known as the Importants before being sent 
away to her country estate by Queen Anne. Her son was serving in the 
wars against the Habsburgs as a staff officer to the duc d’Enghien, later 
known as the Grande Condé; d’Enghien and de Luynes were themselves 
under the nominal command of Gaston d’Orléans, who was proving 
himself a successful general. For the moment they must all have been 
breathing more freely. With help from Descartes himself, De Luynes's 
translation would be published in 1647. 

Descartes also made new acquaintances in Paris, leading to a royal 
pension. He met English virtuosi exiled from the civil wars, includ- 
ing Kenelm Digby and the Cavendish brothers Charles and William— 
soldier savants like himself — and, more important for his personal for- 
tunes, Claude Clerselier, a member of the parlement who became one of 
his chief advocates, the first editor of Descartes's letters and posthumous 
works as well as the initiator of the biographical study later published 
by Adrien Baillet. Clerselier introduced Descartes to his brother-in-law, 
Pierre Chanut, an official who became the most senior French diplomat 
in Sweden. Chanut and Descartes also felt a common understanding, 
no doubt in part due to their years living abroad. The diplomat in turn 
introduced him to the queen regent's chancellor, Pierre Séguier. (After 
the death of Louis XIII, Séguier had overridden the king's wishes and 
rallied support for Anne's regency in the parlement of Paris.) Chanut and 
other friends started advocating a royal pension for the philosopher. 
But for some reason Descartes turned around again. By mid-November 
1644, he and Picot had returned to the Dutch Republic, where he would 
settle for the next three years in Egmond-Binnen. 

In The Netherlands Descartes resumed his role as adviser to the 
Princess Elizabeth. He had been introduced to her in 1642 by Alfonso 
Polloti (or Alphonse Pollot), a Piedmontese general in Dutch service. 
But in 1646 Elizabeth was sent away to relatives in Brandenburg for her 
staunch defense of her brother, Philip: he had killed a French colonel, 
Jacques de l'Epinay, in a duel, after LEpinay publicly boasted of sleeping 
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with both Elizabeth's sister, Louise, and her mother, the Winter Queen 
of Bohemia. (Philip would later take service with the Duke of Lorraine, 
only to be killed in the uprising of the Fronde.) 

With Elizabeth gone, De Luynes’s version of Descartes’s Medita- 
tions nearing completion, and the matter of the royal pension coming 
to a conclusion, Descartes returned to Paris yet again, in June 1647. He 
took up residence in the rue Geoffrey-l'ánier, in the same house as the 
family of the young Françoise dAubigné-— later famous as Louis XIV's 
Madame de Maintenon — whose family had also been in opposition to 
Richelieu." By now, Descartes had become a well-known author: follow- 
ing the condemnation of Galileo, Descartes's earliest work had ended in 
self-suppression, but the Discours and its accompanying Essais had been 
published anonymously in French in 1637, and "everyone" soon knew 
him to be the author; he had published his Principles, for the savants, 
in Latin, in 1644; the Latin Meditationes was now about to appear in ac- 
cessible French. He had also begun working on a study that would be 
published in 1649, in French, as the Les Passions de l'Àme (The Passions 
of the Soul). 

Descartes visited Brittany on family business again in late July, but 
in Paris he continued to make new acquaintances. On September 23 and 
24, for instance, he visited the young Blaise Pascal, who had recently 
published on new experiments that proved the existence of the vac- 
uum, a position Descartes had long argued against. (A year later, Pas- 
cal's brother-in-law would carry out the famous Puy-de-Dóme experi- 
ment that confirmed the findings.) There were sad disappointments, 
too, however: Descartes's old friend Mydorge died in July, and Mer- 
senne was seriously ill. 

By late in the summer of 1647, all was finally in order to receive a 
pension from the chief minister, Mazarin, in the name of the boy king 
Louis XIV. The formal document awarding him three thousand livres per 
annum was handed to Descartes in Paris on September 6. It was granted 
in consideration for the “great merits and usefulness that his philoso- 


phy and investigations (les recherches), after long studies, have procured 
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for humankind; as also to help with the continuation of his wonderful 
experiments (belles experiences), which require expenditure."" Indeed, 
the costs of his earlier work on optics and his continuing anatomical re- 
searches into animal bodies must have been substantial. His studies had 
been formally recognized as useful and belles. Given Descartes’s later 
complaints about the cost of worthless parchment, however, it is un- 
likely that he ever collected any income from it. 

Descartes then left Paris yet again. Picot once more accompanied 
him to Egmond and remained with him until January Perhaps Des- 
cartes had unfinished business in Holland, where a peace treaty was 
being negotiated that would end the Eighty Years’ War fought against 
Spain but would also take the French ally out of the war against the 
Spanish Habsburgs. The French resident in The Hague, Henri Bras- 
set, shared with Descartes the hope that the young new stadholder, 
William II, Prince of Orange (married to the Anglo-French Mary Henri- 
etta, daughter of Henrietta Maria) would continue to help France—that 
hope would only be dashed by William’s death from smallpox in 1650 2° 
The Peace of Westphalia would end the war in the Holy Roman Empire 
but also begin to unravel the alliance between France and Sweden that 
had finally won the day; from Sweden Ambassador Chanut began a seri- 
ous effort to lure Descartes to Stockholm to become an adviser to the 
queen. Diplomatic entanglements continued to bind. 

First, however, Descartes returned to Paris again, although again he 
did not stay. He arrived in the spring of 1648, just in time to find the par- 
lement— where he had several friends — meeting every day to discuss the 
tax that Mazarin had imposed on them to keep the war effort against 
Spain alive. He was clearly keeping a close watch on events. He also 
visited and reconciled with Gassendi and for the first time met Antoine 
Arnauld, a leading member of the rapidly growing dissenting Catholic 
group known as the Jansenists, who were also strongly supported by 
Marie de Rohan and the duc de Luynes.? At the end of August, however, 
following Condé's great victory over the Spaniards at Lens, Mazarin 


finally lost patience and arrested the chief members of the parlement. 
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Chancellor Séguier was in turn assailed by a mob, finding refuge with 
his son-in-law, the duc de Luynes. Barricades went up in the streets, be- 
ginning the outbreak of the insurrection known as the Fronde. Presum- 
ably because he favored the government, Descartes quickly fled back to 
Holland. It was September 1, the same day as the death of his long ac- 
quaintance, Mersenne.? But Descartes was in such a hurry to leave that 
he would not even wait for the funeral. 

A year later he would take ship for Stockholm. The regency had sur- 
vived, to make peace with the Frondeurs in April 1649. The tomb raised 
for Descartes would prominently highlight the name of the queen re- 
gent of France; in 1666, the ceremonial translation of his bones back to 
Paris would — could it simply be a coincidence? — be performed under 


the watchful eyes of Anne's loyal servants.? 


There is a bit of irony in someone who had been exiled later gaining a 
reputation as a representative of France. But at the same time represen- 
tations of him avoided connecting him with the state itself, looking in- 
stead for something like the cosmopolitan spirit of French philosophy. 
Perhaps because Descartes's death occurred abroad, before he earned a 
triumphal return to Paris or great honors, images of him would cele- 
brate not his loyalty but his self-aware, independent, critical "reason," 
something all people share. He had been knocked about, and died far 
from home, but fate had more than once kept him from being publicly 
identified with any particular party. 

Yet when people read him, they often found Descartes's views rather 
acidic. He countered skepticism yet raised doubts about the provisional 
nature of many things we think we know; he established true knowledge 
on the basis of intuitive reason and yet advocated empirical studies of 
nature; he reassured those of faith that we have immortal souls but also 
showed that we are moved by passions so strong that few persons have 
any hope of controlling them, anchoring us in our bodies; he argued 


that we have volition and yet that the laws of nature are so immutable 
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that not even God could change them. His youth had been full of ma- 
terialist libertine associations, his young adulthood with the questions 
being raised by military engineers, Beeckman, and Galileo about nature 
as number and motion, his mature years mixed with friends Calvinist, 
Jansenist, and Oratorian, who all argued for an Augustinian providen- 
tialism, a charismatic faith and charity, and a deference to an embodied 
God born from Mary. He signed the baptismal record for his short-lived 
daughter in the chief Reformed church in Deventer and had to defend 
his faith in a letter to Mersenne since people back home were wonder- 
ing if he had left the church (de quelle religion il était)?‘ But later, the 
custodians of his reputation in France could make him into a conform- 
ing Catholic and even reconcile him with the militancy of Louis XIV’s 
France; in yet another era he would metamorphose into a hero of revo- 
lutionaries who worshipped Nature? Descartes's religious and ideo- 
logical views were adaptable because he based them on a close knowl- 
edge of the three-dimensional world of human life rooted in a world 
of passion. He and his readers sought universal knowledge based on 
unchanging truths, and yet they wished to grasp a world that was in 
constant motion, just like his own life: never stable nor fixed. But in the 
decades after his death, any such lines of argument would have been 
considered highly unorthodox in the increasingly regimented Catholi- 
cism of the reign of Louis XIV. Clerselier could not, then, quite work out 
how to present an acceptable version of his life; Baillet finally found a 
way to make him conformable, but only by dropping hints about his per- 
sonal connections and aims, hints which have often been overlooked. 
In the end, then, Descartes never simply became a courtier, nor 
simply a soldier, nor simply a philosopher. He was an active partici- 
pant in contemporary events while also being keenly attentive to the 
phenomena of nature and human nature. He wished to understand the 
underlying commonalities among all people, which arose from a world 
in motion. What moved people was as real as anything, although the 
ways in which they expressed those movements were bound by custom. 


The underlying universal principles that govern us as well as all the rest 
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could be grasped according to the three-dimensional physicomathe- 
matics with which he had become comfortable as a military engineer, 
founded in intuitive and instrumental truths. Descartes therefore stood 
among those who had reasons to support the view that we are made 
from the same matter as the rest of the universe, the corpuscularian 
motions of which could be understood without recourse to such fanci- 
ful abstractions as qualities or faculties. Sometimes he also wrote of an 
immaterial, rational soul, mingled with the extended world in the same 
way that gravity was mingled with matter, but he would not specify 
the properties of our volition nor any path toward personal salvation, 
placing his faith instead in Providence. He may have hoped for a mille- 
narian moment, the return of a golden age, and he did what he could 
in person to aid those fighting on the front lines to reunite a deeply di- 
vided Europe. In the meantime, as he knew well, terrible suffering was 
burning through the lands. Only if one kept one’s mind focused on clear 
and distinct ideas, grounded in the real world rather than in our imagi- 
nation of it, would improvement for human life be possible. Morality 
began not by joining in grand designs or ideological positioning, but 
by doing one’s best, with what was in front of you in light of the honest 
truth, and remaining loyal to the promptings of the true heart. Chivalry 
remained his code. 

Yet the aggressive reactionaries of the day were using the shadows 
to mobilize hopes and fears built on doctrinal opinion and corporal 
discipline. No single person could stand up to the spies, propaganda, 
prisons, chains, poisons, and armies of absolutists in church and state. 
Descartes understood how to pummel well-built walls into rubble, a col- 
lective business that took planning, persistence, and matériel even more 
than élan. Knowledge of how to make such things happen circulated 
rapidly across regional divides, becoming a point of common knowl- 
edge about how physical matter responded to force with regularity.”” 
If one just kept to the clearly and distinctly known real world, then, 
the means for cooperative problem solving were already to hand. The 


search for certainty demanded daily investment of time, resources, and 
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attention, but the results would yield a clear-eyed view of our nature 
that could support material betterment and establish a more certain 
foundation for justice. The Descartes who had been brought up among 
politiques, libertines, and engineers was now an exile, searching for the 
means for making the real truths of the world known to all. Defending 
himself with his sword would not suffice. The mountain towered above, 
visible throughout the region. His friends urged him on and gave him 
aid. Others had failed to climb it, but he had experience, knowledge, 
and duty. Honor and affection demanded he try. He would find a way. 


CHRONOLOGICAL TABLE 


Young Descartes, 1596-1631 


Year Events in Descartes's Life Events in France Other Events 


1596 March 30: Born at La Haye King Henri IV, formerly Henri 
of Navarre, is reigning monarch 


April 3: Baptized in the Catholic 
Church 


1597 May 13: Death of mother, 
Jeanne Brochard 


1598 Edict of Nantes grants 
privileges to Huguenots and 
ends France's civil wars 


1600 Father Joachim Descartes enri IV marries Marie de 
remarries, to Anne Morin, edici 
moves to Rennes 


1601 enri IV and Marie de Medici's 
son, Louis, born 


1603 ing Henri IV lifts suspension 
of Jesuits in France 


1604 Discovery of spy network 
oachim Descartes probably 
involved) 


Founding of Jesuit Collége 
Royale, at La Fléche 


213 


214 


Year 


1605 


1606 


1607 


1609 


1610 


1612 


1613 
1614 


1615 


1616 


1617 


Chronological Table 
Events in Descartes's Life Events in France Other Events 
Protestants present grievances 
in Châtellerault 
(or 1607?) Enters Collège 


Royale, La Flèche 


Armand Jean du Plessis (later 
known as Richelieu) becomes 
Bishop of Luçon 


Jülich-Cleves crisis 
(to 1610) 


ay 13: Marie de Medici 
crowned queen 


ay 14: Henri IV assassinated 
by a religious fanatic; eight- 
year-old Louis XIII becomes 
ing, with queen mother as 
regent 


une 4: Heart of Henri IV 
received in La Flèche 


ovember (?): Leaves school; Matthias elected 
iving at father’s house in Holy Roman 
Rennes (until March 1613?) emperor 


Probably in Paris 


October 2: Louis XIII’s coming 
of age proclaimed 


Late October: At meeting 
of Estates-General (through 
February 1615) 


November: Louis XIII marries 
Anne of Austria 


May 21: Signs as a godfather in 
Poitiers 


September: Richelieu becomes 
minister of war and foreign 
affairs 


November 9, 10: Takes law 
degree and license in Poitiers 
(then returns to Paris) 


April 27: Palace coup of Louis 
XIII against Marie de Medici 


Year 


1618 


1619 


Events in Descartes's Life 


Departs Paris 


October 22: Signs baptismal 
form in diocese of Nantes 


December 3: Signs baptismal 
form in diocese of Nantes 


Late December (?): In the 


Dutch Republic 


March 31: Reaches the age of 


majority 


November 10: Meets Isaac 


Beeckman in Breda 


December 31: Sends Treatise on 


Music to Beeckman 


January 1: Begins “Parnassus” 


notebook 


April 29: Intends to embark 
from Amsterdam for Copen- 
hagen on the way to Hungary 
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Events in France 


February 9: Execution of Giulio 
Cesare Vanini at Toulouse 


Other Events 


June: Ferdinand 
granted title of 
King of Bohemia 


February: Maurice 
becomes Prince of 
Orange 


May 23: Defene- 
stration of Prague 
Summer: Maurice 
disarms Dutch city 
militias 

August 8: Order for 


arrest of Johan van 
Oldenbarnevelt 


November 13: 
Synod of Dort 
(through April 23, 
1619) 


March 20: Death of 
Emperor Matthias 


216 


Year 


1620 


Chronological Table 


Events in Descartes's Life 


July: Leaves Breda for Frankfurt 
(according to seventeenth- 
century biographer Adrien 
Baillet) 


Takes service with Maximillian 
of Bavaria 


November 10-11: Has sequence 
of three dreams 


Wintering in Neuburg (2) 


June 6: At Ulm, greets French 
delegation 


October: Traveling from Vienna 
to Prague (?) 
November 8: Present at battle 
of White Mountain outside 

Prague 


Events in France 


August 20: Treaty of Angou- 
léme between Louis XIII and 
Marie de Medici 


Other Events 


May 13: Execution 
of Oldenbarnevelt 


August 28: Ferdi- 
nand elected Holy 
Roman emperor 


September 9: 
Ferdinand crowned 


September 29: 
Frederick accepts 
crown of Bohemia 


May: Protestant 
Union musters at 
Ulm 


July 3: Truce agreed 
in Germany 


August 25: Gabriel 
Bethlen, Prince 

of Transylvania, 
elected King of 
Hungary 


Year 


1621 


1622 


1623 


Events in Descartes's Life 


March: Takes service with count 
of Bucquoy 


July 27: Arrives in Pressburg, 
Bratislava 


End of July: Heads north 


On the Baltic coast, including 
Stettin 


November: Begins return trip; 
incident onboard ship (?) 


Winters in Dutch Republic 


March: Receives inheritance 
from mother’s estate 


April 3: Signs legal document 
in Rennes 


ay: In Poitou (?) 


n Paris (?) 


arch 21: Writes letter to his 
brother, probably from Paris 


Chronological Table 217 


Events in France Other Events 

April: Huguenot conflict in April: End of 

France (through October 1622) Dutch-Spanish 
truce 


April 15: Frederick 
and Elizabeth arrive 
at The Hague 


ay 5: Bucquoy 
takes Bratislava 
July 10: Bucquoy 
dies at Neuhäsel / 
Nové Zämky 


Bethlen settles with 
imperial forces 


February: Ambro- 
gio Spinola cap- 

tures Jülich after 

seige 


April 19: Richelieu made 
cardinal 


Spring: Royal forces in Nantes 
and Poitou 


February: Treaty of Lyons over 
Valtellina signed 
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Year Events in Descartes's Life Events in France Other Events 


April-July: In Poitou, or with 
court? 


June-July Sales of estates in 


Poitou 
August: Probably visits Paris August: Parlement of Paris August 6: Urban 
and then heads to Alps sentences Théophile de Viau VIII elected pope 
in absentia 
October 27: 
Galileo's Assayer 
presented to Urban 
VIII 
Winter traveling in Alpine region 
1624 April: Richelieu made royal 
counsellor 


May: In Venice 
Spring: To Loreto (?) 
Summer: In Valtellina (?) 


August: Richelieu becomes 
chief adviser to Louis XIII 


Late November: In Rome Late November: French army 
tacks in Valtellina 


fo 


1625 uguenot conflict in France 
through early 1626) 


February: France and Savoy 
attack Genoa (through March 


1626) 
March: Begins return to Paris in arch-September: Cardinal 
company of Cardinal Francesco Barberini in Paris 
Barberini; then with French 
forces 


April 22: French take Gavi 


May-June: Henrietta Maria’s 
marriage by proxy to King 
Charles |, journey to England 


June 24: Writes letter to father 
from Poitou, exploring office 
in Chatellerault; then returns 
to Paris 


September: Théophile de Viau 
acquitted 
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Year Events in Descartes's Life Events in France Other Events 


1626 May 3: Maréchal (marshal) 
d'Ornano arrested in plot 
against Richelieu 


Summer: In Poitou and Rennes 


July 8: Arrest of comte de 
Chalais 


July 16: Writes letter to his 
brother from Paris 


August 6: Wedding of Gaston 
d'Orléans and Marie de Bour- 
bon, duchesse de Montpensier 


August 19: Execution of Chalais 


Return to Paris; meetings at 
Nicolas Le Vasseur's (?) 


1627 July: Duke of Buck- 
ingham's expedi- 
tion to Isle de Ré 

August: Siege of La Rochelle 
begins 
November 8: "Le cap"? Des- 


cart" involved in action at Isle 
de Ré 


1628 January 22: Appears as god- 
father to nephew, in Brittany 


Defense of friend Guez de 
Balzac (?) 


March 30: Balzac writes letter 

to Descartes, when Descartes 

is departing Brittany 

May 15: English relief fleet fails 
to relieve La Rochelle 


August: 
Assassination 
of Duke of 
Buckingham 


Summer: Attending siege of 
La Rochelle 


September: Another English 
relief fleet fails 
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Year 


1629 


1630 


1631 


Chronological Table 


Events in Descartes's Life 


October 8: Visits Beeckman in 
Dordrecht 


October 28: Enters La Rochelle 
with French royal occupation 
forces; siege ends 


November (?): Attends meeting 
at papal nuncio's 


March: Meets with Beeckman 
in Dordrecht 


April: Matriculates at university 
of Franeker 


Declines to travel to Constanti- 
nople, probably makes brief visit 
to England 


June 27: Matriculates at univer- 
sity of Leiden 


April 15: Writes letter to Balzac, 
restoring communication, but 
does not return to France 


May (?): Makes trip to Denmark 
with Étienne Villebressieu, 
returns to Amsterdam 


Events in France 


February: Louis XIII moves to 
relieve Casale 


May: France and England settle 
conflict 


June 28: Peace of Alais ends 
Huguenot conflict 


October: Bérulle dies 


November 10: "Day of the 
Dupes" ends with Richelieu 
retaining power 


March: Balzac publishes Le 
Prince in praise of Richelieu 


Other Events 


May: Frederick 
Henry besieges 
s'Hertogenbosch 
(through Septem- 
ber 17) 


EARLY CORRESPONDENCE 
AND PUBLICATIONS 


Early Surviving Correspondence 


From project on Circulation of Knowledge and Learned Practices in the 
17th Century Dutch Republic, Huygens Institute (http://ckcc.huygens 
.knaw.nl). Also available through Early Modern Letters Online, http:// 
emlo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/forms/advanced?people=descartes 


1619 24 Jan Descartes (Breda) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

9 Feb Descartes (Breda) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

26 Mar Descartes (Breda) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

20 Apr Descartes (Breda) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

23 Apr Descartes (Breda) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

29 Apr Descartes (Amsterdam) to Beeckman (Middelburg) 

6 May Beeckman (Middelburg) to Descartes (Copenhagen) 
1622 22 May Descartes (?) to father, Joachim (?) [missing; known to Baillet] 
1623 21 Mar Descartes (Paris) to brother, Pierre [missing; known to Baillet] 
1625 24 Jun Descartes (Poitiers) to father, Joachim (?) [missing; known to 

Baillet] 

ydorge (Paris) to Descartes (Paris) 
1626 Feb Descartes (Paris) to Mersenne (Paris) 

16 Jul Descartes (Paris) to brother, Pierre (?) [missing; known to Baillet] 
1628 30 Mar Balzac (Paris) to Descartes (Brittany?) 

? Descartes (?) to unknown male (?) 
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1629 18 Jun Descartes (Franeker) to Ferrier (Paris) 
18 Jul Descartes (Franeker) to Gibieuf (Paris) 
Aug Descartes (Franeker) to Mersenne (Paris) 
Sep Descartes (Franeker) to unknown male (?) 
8 Oct Descartes (Amsterdam) to Mersenne (Paris) 
8 Oct Descartes (Amsterdam) to Ferrier (Paris) 
26 Oct Ferrier (Paris) to Descartes (Amsterdam) 
13 Nov Descartes (Amsterdam) to Ferrier (Paris) 
13 Nov Descartes (Amsterdam) to Mersenne (Paris) 
20 Nov Descartes (Amsterdam) to Mersenne (Paris) 
18 Dec Descartes (Amsterdam) to Mersenne (Paris) 
1631 15 Apr Descartes (Amsterdam) to Balzac (Paris) 
25 Apr Balzac (Paris) to Descartes (Amsterdam) 
5 May Descartes (Amsterdam) to Balzac (Paris) 


Chief Publications during Descartes’s Lifetime 
(1596-1650) and Shortly Thereafter 


1637: Discours de la method . .. la Dioptrique, les Meteores, et la Geometrie 

1641: Meditations de prima philosophia; 2nd ed. 1642; French trans. 1647 

1644: Principia philosophiae; French ed., Les principes de la Philosophie, 
1647 

1649: Les passions de l'àme 

1662: De Homine; French ed., L'Homme, 1664; with La description du 
corps humaine 


1664: Le Monde, ou Traité de la Lumiere 
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NOTES 


Part One 


1. Members of Descartes’s family bore titles such as ecuyer (squire), and they 
clearly thought they deserved that status: it may have been the lowest of noble 
titles, but a noble title nonetheless; they later gained the right to use the term 
chevalier (knight). The family’s coat of arms and title of chevalier are clearly evident 
in the engraving of Gerard Edelinck, printed as the frontispiece for Adrien Baillet, 
La Vie De Monsieur Des-Cartes, 2 vols. (Paris: Chez D. Horthemels, 1691). 

2. On his learning to ride the “great horse,” see Baillet, Des-Cartes, 1:35; for 
habits of dress and love of jokes, see Charles Adam, ed., Vie et Oeuvres de Descartes: 
Étude historique; Supplément a l'édition de Descartes, vol. 12 of Oeuvres De Descartes, 
ed. Charles Adam and Paul Tannery (Paris: L. Cerf, 1910), 74; for his love of ancient 
mythology, not for its lessons but for its rousing stories, see Baillet, Des-Cartes, 
1:19-20; on his gambling, see Baillet, Des-Cartes, 1:36. For the “fundamentally 
social” aims of Descartes’s philosophy, see Peter Dear, “A Mechanical Microcosm: 
Bodily Passions, Good Manners, and Cartesian Mechanism,” in Science Incarnate: 
Historical Embodiments of Natural Knowledge, ed. Christopher Lawrence and Steven 
Shapin (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998), 51-82. 

3. Poisson writes that the papers were now in the hands of M. Clerselier 
(whom we will encounter subsequently): Nicholas-Joseph Poisson, Commentaire ou 
remarques sur la methode de René Descartes (1670; New York: Garland, 1987), 20-21. 
Also at Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, eds., Oeuvres de Descartes, 12 vols. (Paris: 
L. Cerf, 1897-1910), 10:255-56. 

4. Pierre Borel, The Life of the Most Famous Philosopher Renatus Descartes (Lon- 
don: E. Okes et al., 1670), 7. 
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5. Stephen Snelders, Vrijbuiters van de heelkunde: Op zoek naar medische kennis in 
de tropen 1600-1800 (Amsterdam/Antwerp: Atlas, 2012). 

6. “Verae philosophiae, quam vocat operam navantium”: from Beeckman’s 1628 
“Historia” of his relationship with Descartes, in C. Adam and Tannery, Oeuvres de 
Descartes, 10:332; the second metaphor is from the Discours; see John Cottingham, 
Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, eds., The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985-1991), 1:145. 

7. Amadis of Gaul, Books I and II, ed. Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo, trans. 

Edwin B. Place and Herbert C. Behm (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 
2003), 11. On Descartes’s acquaintance with Amadis and other romances, see 
C. Adam, Vie et Oeuvres, 73. 

8. C. Adam and Tannery, Oeuvres de Descartes, 10:538. On a lost treatise on fenc- 
ing written by Descartes, see Baillet, Des-Cartes, 1:35. 

9. Borel, Renatus Descartes, 6-7. 

10. Jeroen van de Ven, “Quelques données nouvelles sur Helena Jans,” Bulletin 
Cartésien 31 (2003): 10-12. 

11. Adam (Vie et Oeuvres, 236) thinks this must be the Duchesse d'Aiguillon; but 
it is an inference of Adam's from a reference in a letter of Descartes to Mersenne of 
25 May 1637, thanking him for getting the permission to publish the Discours, being 
particularly indebted “à cette Dame qui vous a écrit, de ce qu'il luy plaist juger 
de moy si favorablement” (“To a certain lady who wrote to you, of which she was 
pleased to judge of me so favorably”) (C. Adam and Tannery, Oeuvres de Descartes, 
1:376). It might be another noble woman. 

12. Erica Harth, Cartesian Women: Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse 
in the Old Regime (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992). 

13. Louis Batiffol, The Duchesse de Chevreuse: A Life of Intrigue and Adventure in 
the Days of Louis XIII (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1914). The text in the upper left of 
figure 2 states, “Ce cerf a esté laissé courre et pris au mont temery par charles duc 
de lorraine et de barle 15 julllet 1627” (“This deer has been hunted and taken on 
leash at Mont Temery by Charles duc de Lorraine and Barle, 15 July 1627”). Charles 
of Lorraine and the duchesse (then married to Charles’s brother) were lovers at the 
time, so the portrait is clearly metaphorical. They were also plotting against Riche- 
lieu, and the timing coincides with Buckingham’s landing on the Isle de Ré, lead- 
ing to the siege of La Rochelle. The reference to Mont Temery is likely to be to a rise 
southeast of Cherbourg. 

14. Geneviéve Rodis-Lewis, Descartes: His Life and Thought, trans. Jane Marie 
Todd (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), 25, wrestles with this but con- 
cludes that it was not exceptional. 

15. Baillet, Des-Cartes, 1:168. 

16. Maxime Leroy, Descartes: Le Philosophe au Masque (Paris: Rieder, 1929), 25, 
108; René Pintard, Le Libertinage Érudit dans la Première Moitié du XVII siècle, 2 vols. 
(Paris: Boivin, 1943), 203-4. 
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17. Gustave Cohen, Écrivains Français en Hollande dans le Première Moitié du 
XVII siècle (Paris: Édouard Champion, 1920), 636. 

18. Theo Verbeek, ed., La Querelle d’Utrecht: René Descartes et Martin Schoock 
(Paris: Les impressions nouvelles, 1988), 33; the treatise in question was the Admi- 
randa Methodus of Martinus Schoock, translated in full into French at 157-320. 

19. John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People 
in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 25; Nicholas Hammond, 
Gossip, Sexuality and Scandal in France (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011); for the earlier 
example of Florence, Michael Rocke, Forbidden Friendships: Homosexuality and Male 
Culture in Renaissance Florence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); for a sensi- 
tive account of mainly English examples, see Alan Bray, The Friend (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 2003). 

20. From the Passions (1649), in Cottingham, Studoff, and Murdoch, Philosophi- 
cal Writings, 1:357. 

21. Mitchell Greenberg, Subjectivity and Subjugation in Seventeenth-Century 
Drama and Prose: The Family Romance of French Classicism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), chap. 1: “LAstrée and Androgyny,” 24-47; also see the intro- 
duction to Honoré d’ Urfé, Astrea (Part One), ed. and trans. Steven Rendall (Bing- 
hamton, N.Y.: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1995); and Leah DeVun, 
“The Jesus Hermaphrodite: Science and Sex Difference in Premodern Europe,” Jour- 
nal of the History of Ideas 69 (2008): 193-218. 

22. Walther P. Fischer, The Literary Relations Between La Fontaine and the "Astrée" 
of Honoré D’ Urfé (Philadelphia: Publications of the University of Pennsylvania 
Series in Romanic Languages and Literatures, 1913), 6. 

23. The usual account was told since the first biography, by Borel (Renatus Des- 
cartes, 25); for a revised view of his meetings with the queen, see Susanna Aker- 
man, Queen Christina of Sweden and Her Circle: The Transformation of a Seventeenth- 
Century Philosophical Libertine (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 49; on the rumors of 
poisoning, see Akerman, Queen Christina, 51; a recent argument in favor of the 
hypothesis, which I have not seen, is Theodor Ebert, Der rätselhafte tod des René 
Descartes (2009). 

24. Thomas M. Lennon, ed., Against Cartesian Philosophy (Amherst, NY: 
Humanity Books, 2003), 31-32. The rumor may have been abroad from the time of 
his death, since Christiaan Huygens told Baillet that the Gazette d'Anvers [Antwerp] 
reported that a madman had died in Sweden so that Descartes could live as long as 
he wished: G. Cohen, Écrivains Francais en Hollande, 404-5, quoting C. Adam and 
Tannery, Oeuvres de Descartes, 5:630. 

25. Rodis-Lewis, Descartes: Life and Thought, 4. 

26. Jon R. Snyder, Dissimulation and the Culture of Secrecy in Early Modern 
Europe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009); Francoise Viatte, Domi- 
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nique Cordellier, and Violaine Jeammet, eds., Masques Mascarades Mascarons (Paris: 
Musée du Louvre, 2014). 

27. Anthony Studler van Zurck (who will be discussed subsequently), served as 
an early drop box for Mersenne. 

28. See Edelinck’s engraving, figure 1; he quotes it as his motto in a letter of 
1634 to Mersenne (Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch, Philosophical Writings, 
3:43). 

29. It also appeared inscribed on one of the “indecent” or “bawdye” paintings of 
Johannes Torrentius, from the 1620s: A. Bredius, Johannes Torrentius Schilder, 1589- 
1644 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1909), 9. 

30. John W. Montgomery, Cross and Crucible: Johann Valentin Andreae (1586- 
1654): Phoenix of the Theologians, 2 vols. (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1973). 

31. Fora summary of the possibility of Descartes’ Rosicrucian associations, see 
William R. Shea, “Descartes and the Rosicrucian Enlightenment,” in Metaphysics 
and Philosophy of Science in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries: Essays in Hon- 
our of Gerd Buchdahl, ed. R. S. Woolhouse (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1988), 73-99. 

32. Gabriel Daniel, A Voyage to the World of Cartesius. Written Originally in 
French, trans. T. Taylor (London: Thomas Bennet, 1692), 14-21; called belladonna. 

33. Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch, Philosophical Writings, 1:111. On his 
self-conscious crafting of his work, knowing that not everyone would welcome 
his conclusions, see Amy Mullin, “If Truth Were Like Money: Descartes and His 
Readers," History of Philosophy Quarterly 19 (2002): 149-69. 

34. Quoted in Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch, Philosophical Writings, 
1:111, although I have substituted “person” for “man 

35. Ibid., 1:112. 

36. Ibid., 3:52, letter of February 27, 1637. 

37. Baillet, Des-Cartes, xxviii-xxx. 

38. See the introduction to Theo Verbeek, Erik-Jan Bos, and Jeroen van de Ven, 
eds., The Correspondence of René Descartes 1643 (Utrecht: Zeno, 2003). 

39. On Hogelande's alchemical work, see Bernard Joly, Descartes et la Chimie 
(Paris: J. Vrin, 2011), 67-69. 

40. Quoted from René Descartes to Cornelis van Hogelande, 30 August 1649, in 
Baillet, Des-Cartes, xxviii-xxix. 

41. On De Raey's opinion about the letters: "trés petit nombre & de peu d'im- 
portance: & que M. Descartes avoit emporté les principaux en Suéde,” ibid., xxviii. 
For his comment on the French, see ibid., xxx. 

42. C. Adam and Tannery, Oeuvres de Descartes, 5:406-9; G. Cohen, Écrivains 
Francais en Hollande, 677; the amount was the huge sum of 9,000 livres of Dutch 
money, the equivalent of 10,500 livres of French money. Van Zurck also possessed a 
copy of the manuscript later published by Schouten as De Homine: see G. A. Linde- 
boom, Florentius Schuyl (1619-1669) en zijn Betekenis voor het Cartensianisme in de 
Geneeskunde (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 70. 
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43. Verbeek, Bos, and van de Ven, Correspondence 1643, xi-xv. 

44. “M. [Johannes] de Raey pouroit bien avoir été cet ami discret à qui M. de 
Hooghelande auroit fait lire des lettres avant que de les brüler: & si elles n’ont pas 
été brülées, il n'y a peut-être eu que la crainte de les rendre utiles au Public qui luy 
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